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	I see you.

	 

	square peg, round hole

	dancing to the rhythm of a different drum

	forced to listen to a chorus of “too much” and “wrong”

	but you craft the lyrics to your own song.

	 

	I didn’t write this story for everyone.

	 

	I wrote this story for you.
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	Let’s play a game. It’s called “What If?” and it’s the best game ever.

	What if… I ran away?

	A small smile budded on Selene’s lips as she looked up through the canopy of green leaves and Spanish moss. Cloudless sky, the afternoon heat fading fast. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, relishing the feel of the warmth on her face and the cool soil against her back.

	What if I ran away tomorrow? What if I opened the gate, and Nan didn’t notice? What if I walked away and never looked back?

	What if she escaped Telmont, Georgia forever and managed to forget how irresponsible and impossible this daydream was? 

	Wood smoke. Selene cracked an eye, sniffing the air, then blew an errant black curl off her face. The scent had vanished, and she had zero desire to get up and investigate.

	A brown blur sped by and landed with a chirp on the branch directly above her face. 

	Hmm. Dangerous gamble, lounging under a resting sparrow.

	“I dare you, bird,” she said. “Just try.”

	It let loose. She yelped and rolled, but the warm shit hit her square in the cheek. 

	“Oh, God.” She furiously scrubbed it away, trying not to gag. The sparrow chirped again and flew to freedom on the other side of the padlocked gate.

	As Selene transferred all the bird crap from her hand to the grass, the button on her leather cuff popped open and exposed her wrist. Her stomach turned again.

	Freedom. Right. Only one thing awaited Selene outside the homestead where she’d been hiding for eight years: a one-way trip to a Protected segregation camp.

	As she fixed her cuff, she touched her wrist where her Protected ID tag was embedded. The slim silicone disc shifted back and forth beneath her light brown skin, a dead giveaway that she was genetically modified. The tag was encoded with her real name and birth details and had been inserted when she was an infant. Infinitek liked to track their experiments, so the only way to safely remove the thing was with one of their machines. Selene had been tagged before they started adding GPS chips, at least, but it didn’t matter. The oblong lump gave her away. She was a walking monetary reward for some enterprising snitch. As long as the disc remained, she’d never be free. 

	She sighed and walked toward the house, muscles aching from a day of too many chores. Hot pain slashed through her foot, and she hopped sideways with a yelp, slapping fire ants off her toes.

	Insects from hell. Vindictive birds. She barely remembered her old life in Seattle, but she was pretty sure the city hadn’t been plagued by the Devil’s own wildlife.

	“Selene!” Nan yelled from the kitchen.

	Selene limped toward the house, giving a wide berth to the chickens pecking in the dirt. Squished chicken shit between her toes would be the final straw.

	Sunlight glinted off the solar panel array, which looked as incongruous as ever next to their little clapboard home. Most of the green paint had peeled off the small building’s sagging walls ages ago. Selene glanced at the horizon again, thankful for the breeze and clear skies. One point in today’s favor. The holes in their roof outnumbered their buckets.

	“Suh-lene!” The screen door creaked open, and Nan stamped out, squinting against the sunlight, adding more wrinkles to her pale white skin. She had a laundry basket of wet clothes in her arms, and she set it down. When she caught sight of Selene limping toward her, she put her hands on her hips. A breeze lifted her kerchief, and a wisp of short, white hair broke free. The house seemed to sink in toward her, like every board strained under the weight of her commanding presence.

	Nan’s blue eyes narrowed, and Selene swallowed. She’d been taller than Nan for years now, but that look never failed to make her feel small.

	“Where were you?” Nan snapped. “And did you put the gun away and lock it up this morning? I don’t want your brother finding it.”

	Selene kicked at the dirt. “Uh… I didn’t go shooting.”

	Nan tsked. “Child, you have to maintain your skills. I want you practicing every morning before dawn from now on. We can’t risk someone driving by and hearing shots. I don’t trust that suppressor.”

	Selene let out a laugh, a little bit of the crazy she’d been feeling escaping with it. 

	“There’s nothing funny here. You need to be able to defend yourself—”

	“From what?” She avoided meeting Nan’s eyes and gestured toward the forest on the other side of their sagging fence. “Fire ants? Snakes? Well-aimed bird droppings?”

	“What? Don’t give me sass.” Nan rubbed her clean hands down her apron, as if Selene’s attitude had soiled them. “Come inside now. There’s a cast I want you to watch. It’s about that quarantine zone.”

	“Who was it? Scraggle?” Of all the local crackpot “news” casts, Nan watched Scraggle’s the most. “Did he see another UFO? Have the aliens caught an illness?”

	Nan narrowed her eyes again in warning, and Selene looked at the ground, rubbing one foot over the other in a pointless attempt to soothe her itchy bites.

	“Sorry. It’s just—I still have more chores to do.” 

	“Another conspiracy is brewing.” Nan’s lips pursed with worry as she turned and opened the screen door. “I’ll set up the television.” 

	Another conspiracy. More broadcasts from Scraggle or some other masked off-gridder over the abandoned white space frequencies. Selene gritted her teeth. She might live off-grid, but she had nothing else in common with real off-gridders. Why would anyone choose to live in the past, cut off from the world? Selene would give anything just to have that choice.

	Selene let out a quiet sigh and trudged up the porch steps to follow Nan inside.

	Nan seemed to admire the “Independents.” They were the preppers, the survivalists, the freedom fighters of the America that existed before. And they chose their own destiny, she said. When the Dark Decades ended and the United North American government formed in 2037, they won the right to keep their land and privacy. As long as they obeyed the new laws. Then the government made it illegal for Independents to use the new bit currency, which effectively cut them off from modern life and all of its technology and conveniences.

	Selene didn’t see how a life like that was choosing your destiny. The government had chosen isolation for them.

	While Nan readied the TV in her bedroom, Selene went to the sink to scrub away any remaining bird crap from her hands and face, then dabbed some apple cider vinegar on the fire ant bites to take the sting out. 

	Her brother, Eli, sat at their ancient trestle table with his tattered math book open. But he was focused on another book in his lap: the Norse mythology stories he’d read a million times before. He swung his feet in shoes that had more holes than the roof.

	Eight years old already. The older he got, the more he looked like Selene… and the more he resembled their parents. They both had their mother’s high cheekbones and light brown skin with their father’s green eyes.  Not that Eli knew that. He’d never seen so much as a picture of them. Poor kid had spent his whole life hiding. 

	Selene’s gaze drifted to Eli’s bare wrist, and her mood lifted. At least he might get a chance at a normal life someday. Nan got them out of Seattle before Infinitek could stick a tag in his arm and make it obvious to anyone who saw him what he was.

	Selene padded across the peeled linoleum and kissed the top of Eli’s close-shaved head. “How’s your work goin’?” 

	Eli frowned. There was no math happening on his whiteboard. Just scribbles—drawings of trees and people.

	“Nan’ll be mad if you don’t get that done.”

	Eli didn’t look up. “I don’t feel like doing math. Besides, I already know this stuff.”

	“Do not. Nan just started teaching you from this book. The other kids your age will be learning this at school.” Selene felt for him, she did, but Nan would force him to do the work, no matter how boring it was. This book was for fifth graders, but Eli wouldn’t know what the other kids his age were learning. And just like Selene, Eli had blown through the lower level textbooks they’d bought at the thrift store, so they made do with what they had.

	Eli flipped open the heavy book to a random page in the middle and pointed to a fraction problem. “If you cut a pie into three pieces and give two away, you’ll have one-third left, because three-thirds minus two-thirds is one-third.” He scanned ahead. “One minus six-eighths is one-fourth…” He looked up at Selene with a mischievous glimmer in his eye, “Or twenty-five percent, if you want that answer instead.” 

	Selene suppressed a smile and stole a glance down the hallway. Nan had reappeared and was listening intently, her arms crossed over her chest.

	Eli flipped to another page near the end and rattled off answers to several pre-algebra problems. Then he picked up his marker without looking at either of them and began drawing another stick figure.

	“Tell me how you knew that,” Nan said.

	Eli shrugged and bit his lip, focusing hard on his drawing.

	 “I don’t care how smart you think you are, Eli,” Nan continued. “I better see some equations on that whiteboard before dinner.” She pointed at Selene. “And you. Quit dawdlin’.”

	 Selene raised a brow and pushed past, heading down the narrow hallway to Nan’s bedroom, old floorboards creaking beneath her feet. She tried to imagine Nan in her old life, teaching entire classrooms of high school kids with hologear and real school supplies. As a child, she’d seen Nan as a kind old lady who spoiled her with new toys each time she visited. But Nan commanding a room full of kids? Pity the students. Nan’d be the first one to admit patience wasn’t in her DNA.

	As Selene sank down on the lumpy mattress, Nan entered, and Eli peeked around the doorframe.

	Nan wagged a finger at him. “Get back to your math.” 

	Eli made a face, and Selene tried not to show her amusement. He was probably listening on the other side, ’cause that’s what Selene would do. They wouldn’t be able to keep the truth from him forever.

	Nan had wheeled her heavy archaic television set out of the closet and plugged it in so the blue, two-dimensional screen appeared. Her hand hovered over the recorder.

	“There’s something strange about that quarantine down South,” Nan said grimly. “Something they’re not reporting on the public casts. I picked this one up last night, while we slept.”

	Nan hit play.
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	The recorded cast appeared on the screen, and Selene choked back another sigh. It was Scraggle. Not the man’s real name, of course, just the one Selene had given him. It was dim in his shed, only thin lines of light slanting through his wooden box. A ski mask covered most of his face, leaving only his light eyes and scraggly blond eyebrows exposed. 

	Scraggle abruptly moved closer to the cam. Selene jolted away, scooting further onto Nan’s bed.

	“We got new rumors, folks,” Scraggle said in a thick Southern accent. “Picked up a cast from a few counties over today. They was still talkin’ about that drought, forest fires poppin’ up worse than a weevil infestation.” Scraggle bit down so hard on his Ts that Selene thought she could see spit soaking through his mask. “And there’s been more chatter about that so-called flu quarantine. They say it’s spreading, but I don’t know how sick people are or if this is something like the last bird flu or what. But I have a theory.” Scraggle paused for effect. “I think it has something to do with those Franken foods. I think that new Infinitek pesticide is making folks sick. And we could be next. That poison’s on every corporate crop from here to the Rockies.”

	Scraggle paused to noisily unfold a large paper map, and Selene let a quiet groan escape. Not this again. Infinitek’s genetically modified crops and symbiotic biosolutions had helped end hunger in every area of the world that had welcomed Coalition oversight. Their most popular grain, quin, was nutritionally perfect, easy to grow, and Selene had wished, more than once, that Nan would plant it. Fat chance of that ever happening.

	Scraggle cleared his throat and held up his map. He pointed to several areas in South Georgia and North Florida. “All those counties have gone dark, part of the quarantine zone. And not a peep from off-gridders that far south… and no truth on the public casts. Coincidence or Coalition cover-up? I know what a cover-up smells like, and folks, this one stinks. Just like the chemical spill, just like the Seattle spaceport bribes, just like the Defective kids. I told you this was coming. You mess with nature, you face the consequences.”

	Defective kids. Selene went cold, balling her hands in fists as Scraggle pointed at the camera.

	“The Corporate Coalition may own the puppet governments and media almost everywhere in the world, but they do not own us. We can run ‘em out of here the way East Europe ran ‘em off their land. When I have more on this quarantine, I’ll broadcast again. Stay sustainable, off-gridders.” He made a peace sign gesture, and the screen went to snow.

	“Defective kids, huh,” Selene said lightly. “Like Eli and me.”

	Nan pressed a hand to her breastbone and blinked rapidly, seeming to be at a rare loss for words.

	Selene stared down at the quilt clutched in her fist. She’d forced Nan to admit the truth three years ago, after she’d heard an off-gridder say “defective” yet again.

	Selene and Eli were a result of gene therapy gone wrong. Thirty years ago, when epidemics were killing millions of children, Infinitek had launched the Protected Project—a new germline gene therapy that gave women healthier, disease-resistant babies. The “Protected” therapy didn’t affect the mother’s immune system—it worked on her eggs, altering the DNA of her future children.

	And it worked—women who received the gene therapy had children with superimmunity. 

	Then, eight years ago, when the oldest Protected kids reached their twenties and started having children of their own, the terrible truth came out. A large percentage of second generation Protected children were plagued with terrible birth defects. The Protecteds—both the women and the men—were all defective. The project was shut down after twenty-two years, and the Protecteds were segregated because of the fear and violence that had ensued. Locked away in camps to keep everyone safe and the human race “pure.”

	“Selene,” Nan said softly, laying a hand on her shoulder. “Please. Look at me. This quarantine situation—”

	“Doesn’t matter, since Eli and me are so Protected.”

	Nan shook her head and took a deep, slow breath. “I’ve told you, if it wasn’t for segregation, couples would still be lining up to take that gene therapy.” Her voice grew quiet. “No parent wants to lose a child in the next epidemic.”

	“Really?” Selene let out a laugh and twisted the quilt tighter in her grasp. “That’s funny. ‘Cause I sure wouldn’t choose to shoot up a drug that’s gonna mangle my kids. But I didn’t get a choice, did I? Mine will be screwed up no matter what. If I’m even allowed to have any.”

	“Keep your voice down.” Nan squeezed her shoulder hard and sank down on the bed next to her. “What is wrong with you today?”

	Selene’s eyes burned, her pulse picking up at Nan’s words, and suddenly every sensation intensified. The musty scent of the old floorboards, the soft nappy fabric twisted in her hands, the fire ant bites still stinging her foot, and the bitter taste of fear and grief on her tongue. The lid on the words she normally kept bottled up came unscrewed.

	“Why’d mom do it? Why’d it have to be us? It was experimental… why did she have to risk it?”

	Selene’s heart sped up as soon as she said it. Nan never wanted to talk about Eli and Selene’s parents. So why should it be any different now? She could see Nan shutting down already, the corners of her mouth drooping in a frown as she hesitated, not answering.

	Nan blew out a shaky breath. “Scarcity. And hope.”

	Selene’s brows shot up at the unexpected answer. “Did… did my mom tell you why she did it? Did she… did she regret what she did to us?”

	Nan blinked and folded her hands in her lap. “The therapy was hard to get… expensive. The wait lists were too long…” She swallowed and took a deep breath. “But if you worked for the Coalition, you could bypass the lists and get a discount. Your mother…” Nan trailed off, her lips trembling.

	“Tell me,” Selene whispered.

	“She told me once that she got a job at Infinitek specifically so she could get the therapy. And she hadn’t even met your father yet…. They were both devastated when they found out the truth.”

	Selene rubbed at her eyes, conflicting emotions ripping her up inside. “It’s not fair,” she said, her voice breaking.

	“No. Life’s not fair.” Nan’s voice hardened, and she stood up and began briskly tidying the room, pushing the TV stand back into her closet. “Life’s not fair, but we do our best to survive it anyway.”

	“Maybe I want to do more than just survive,” Selene muttered.

	Nan whirled, her hands on her hips. “Child, you don’t remember the pandemics. People do terrible things when they’re scared, and right now, we’ve got a quarantine practically on our doorstep. I know you’ve been feeling stir-crazy, and you’ll be eighteen soon… but please tell me you haven’t forgotten the danger that’s out there.”

	“How could I forget the danger?” Selene let the quilt go and stood up. “You never let me forget! Sometimes I almost want Infinitek to find me, just so I can stop waiting for them to come.”

	Nan’s eyes widened at Selene’s outburst. “Is that all? Anything else you’d like to say?”

	Selene dropped her gaze to the floor and bit her lip. It’d been months since she’d lost her temper. Fighting with Nan never did any good, anyway—just made her silent for a few days.

	“Go on. Get it all out.”

	Selene’s chest tightened. “Nothing. Forget it. I don’t want to say anything.”

	Nan grabbed Selene’s wrist, turning it over and pushing her cuff up to reveal her Protected disc. “Infinitek hasn’t come because I made sure they can’t find you here.”

	“Or… maybe they just aren’t looking anymore,” Selene mumbled.

	Nan tightened her grip on Selene’s arm and stared into her eyes. “They will never give up looking.”

	“You always say that, but—”

	“Is that what you want for you and your brother?” Nan asked coolly. “Do you trust his life and yours with a corporation who won’t even release a picture of the inside of those camps? You’d prefer to be imprisoned?”

	Aren’t we already? “No. I didn’t mean that…”

	Nan watched her with that piercing gaze of hers for another moment, then finally spoke. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it then. You and Eli are safe here. We’re prepared for anything.”

	“Okay. I get it.” Selene pulled her cuff back down to cover her implant. “I have to finish my chores.”

	Selene hurried away without waiting for a response. The hallway was empty, and Eli was in the kitchen, engrossed in his math. Hopefully, he hadn’t heard any of that.

	She grabbed the laundry from the porch and carried it out to the clothesline. The wind had picked up, blowing a loose curl into her face.

	As Selene hung their wet clothing, her roiling emotions came back full force. One word repeated over and over in her mind. 

	Defective.

	When normal people discovered the truth about the Protected gene therapy, they’d responded with fear. And hate. Normal people were afraid that if the Protecteds continued trying to have children, their altered DNA would pollute the gene pool and human purity would be lost forever. After a series of genetic purity bombings, Infinitek had forced the Protecteds into guarded camps.

	Selene and Eli’s parents were already dead when the violence started… and Nan whisked them both away before Infinitek could take them by force.

	Selene hung the last pair of jeans over the clothesline, her jaw clenched tight.

	Temporary camps. To keep everyone safe, Infinitek had said.

	Selene stalked across the yard to grab the last crate of jam from the porch. The root cellar was a few yards from the house, and dank air wafted over her as she descended the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she fumbled for the light chain. A single yellow bulb lit up the space.

	Wood shelves lined the walls, packed tight with jars of preserved fruit and vegetables. They had more food than they’d ever need to sell, more than they could eat in a month. Nan’s words echoed in Selene’s mind.

	We’re prepared for anything.

	As Selene transferred the jam to the shelf, guilt won out. Nan wasn’t a Protected, and she hadn’t chosen to take that therapy. No. She’d chosen to give up a normal life to keep Selene and Eli hidden for the past eight years. And all Selene could do was act ungrateful and upset her.

	As she climbed back out to the yard, resolving to apologize to Nan, she inhaled the telltale ozone scent of a summer storm approaching.

	Of course. Dark clouds rolled along the horizon, heading straight for them. Had the sky just been clear, or had she been so distracted she’d missed all the signs?

	She sprinted for the clothesline, wind whipping her black curls from her headband. Her tattered clothes and Nan’s jeans went into her arms first, followed by Eli’s too-small t-shirts.

	He needed new clothes and shoes, but Nan’s bitstorage card had hit zero again. And she’d been reluctant to cart food down to the road, citing the oppressive heat. Maybe Selene could sneak down there tomorrow and try to sell some of their produce. Risky, since selling unregulated food was as illegal as a free Protected.

	Thunder boomed in the distance, and the wind whistled through the trees and slammed against the screen door. Selene ran for it, weighted down with wet laundry. The first fat drops hit her shoulders as she reached the house. Nan was in the kitchen, chopping some of the last collards of the season and discussing fractions with Eli.

	Selene dropped the laundry back into the basket, and a flash of lightning lit up the sky.

	A crack sounded directly overhead, and they all jumped. The kitchen light flickered and winked out, plunging them into near-darkness.

	Selene pushed open the screen door again. “I’ll get the buckets.”

	The mass of dark clouds was nearly overhead, and the rain had intensified. From the porch, Selene checked the horizon to try to gauge how long it might last. These southern storms were nothing like the cold, gray drizzle she barely remembered from her childhood.

	It had been cold in Washington, damp. But these storms were violent and unpredictable, appearing out of nowhere and dissipating quickly after they’d run their course.

	At the edge of the sky, far to the southeast, she glimpsed a strange mass of clouds that seemed to rise from behind a distant hill.

	For a moment, it looked like smoke. The kind of smoke an enormous fire would make. 

	Had she imagined smelling wood smoke in the air earlier? They weren’t experiencing a drought here, and those forest fires Scraggle mentioned were pretty far south, weren’t they?

	The energy crackling through the air raced through her as she inhaled, and the charge made her feel more alive.

	It’s rain. That’s what storm clouds look like. Soon she’d be seeing UFOs. 

	She laughed out loud at herself, and her mood lightened as she gathered the buckets from the side of the porch. She’d grab some candles next, just in case the storm lasted into the night.

	Everything would be okay. Life might be boring here, but at least it was predictable. Like every storm, this one would rage for a short time, then fade away.

	Just like they always did.
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	Georgia burned.

	The flames glowed in the night, consuming everything in a narrow path through the countryside. Smoke swirled across the hover’s windshield and obscured the view. Bas leaned forward in the co-pilot’s seat, adrenaline surging through him, his jaw tight.

	They’d finally reached the quarantine zone. Enemy aircraft would be on high alert for anyone trying to escape the zone… or sneak into it. And Bas and his team of resistance fighters aimed to be inside of it within the hour.

	Beside him, the pilot had gone pale, her forehead damp with sweat. Valerie hadn’t been with the resistance for long, and while this wasn’t her first drop, it had to be the riskiest.

	“You good, Val?”

	“Definitely not.” She let out a ragged breath. “How could anyone believe that’s a wildfire? What the hell kinda wildfire burns across three states in a controlled line?”

	“Yep,” Bas murmured. “A barrier… and a distraction. They’re hiding something big this time.” 

	The fire that snaked across parts of Alabama, North Florida, and South Georgia wasn’t caused by drought, like the Corporate Coalition claimed. And they wouldn’t be burning valuable woodland at the edge of the zone to keep a “minor flu virus” from getting out. The Coalies were into some deep shit out here, jamming communications, lying through their teeth. They controlled the flow of all information with ruthless precision as they always had. 

	When the United States of America and the other major governments finally collapsed under the weight of too many mistakes, the wealthiest corporations immediately formed the Coalition and took charge to help with the “recovery” and establishment of new governments that answered to them. The people running each of the eleven member corporations had been, and still were, motivated only by profit and power—and they’d do anything to destroy a threat to their continued existence.

	The corner of Bas’s mouth lifted. He and his team were most definitely a threat.

	“Dammit. Where are the patrols?” Valerie smoothed back a loose strand of her blond hair, her hand slightly shaking.

	“Trust the tech,” Bas said, keeping his voice even to soothe her nerves. “It works. It’ll cut through their jammers when we’re close enough.” Bas looked back to the sky, searching it for any sign of the enemy. 

	The tech did work, but sometimes it worked too late. At least this time they had a back-up plan. A cloak that would keep them off enemy radars and make them invisible to the eye. But it was a prototype, unproven in the field.

	Val shifted in her seat and let out a breath.

	“Xavier believes in you.” Bas said quietly after a moment. “You can do this.”

	“You saying he didn’t just pick me ’cause I’m a Protected?” She winked at him, but there was still worry in her light eyes.

	“He chose us because he knows we’ll succeed.”

	Valerie nodded and went silent. 

	She wasn’t entirely wrong about why she’d been chosen for this. This team needed to be immune to whatever was inside the quarantine zone. So everyone on this mission, including Bas, was a Protected—genetically modified before birth with enhanced immunity. The first Protected child was born thirty years ago, in 2044, and most of the first generation were imprisoned in the segregation camps now. At age twenty-eight, Val was the most senior and experienced Protected pilot Haven had. She’d been the most logical pick.

	“X seems to have a lot of faith in you, more than others…” Valerie trailed off, but Bas understood the unasked question. It wasn’t the first time he’d been asked about his close relationship with the resistance leader. X trusted Bas to lead tough missions and get the job done. Plain and simple. 

	“X cares about all of us equally,” Bas said smoothly. “He doesn’t play favorites. We’re all part of the Haven family, and we each have to do the jobs we’re best at. Haven’s mission is all that matters. We walk the Path, embrace the Points—”

	“And then we change the world.” She finished Haven’s motto, the confidence returning to her face.

	A light on the console map flashed green. Fifteen minutes to landing. Bas needed to join his team back in the main cabin soon. But first, they needed to get the hover past the patrols. This would be the moment of truth. The cloak would hold and sneak them into the zone… or they’d be caught and blown out of the sky.

	Valerie quickly kissed two fingers and tapped a small image beside her—a picture of her husband and their daughter, Clara. That kid was special. She was the only second-generation Protected child at Haven who had been born without fatal birth defects. Superimmunity came at a steep price.

	Bas tensed as Valerie’s knuckles went white on the controls, and anxiety flowed off of her in a wave. She adjusted the hover’s course, turning them directly toward the flames.

	The alarm sounded a high-pitched whine.

	“Shit.” Bas braced himself, his pulse pounding as he peered through the smoke-filled sky. The resistance hover wasn’t equipped to survive detection. It was equipped to hide in plain sight, a vehicle for subversion. Guerrilla warfare only worked if the enemy never saw you coming. 

	“A masked hover,” Val hissed. “Just ahead.”

	A sleek craft materialized from the haze, moving fast. Valerie banked left, trying to avoid what looked like an inevitable collision.

	Bas barely breathed as they slid past the other craft, mere inches from its hull. Val swerved away just in time, stabilizing them in a new course.

	Now they ran parallel to the Coalition hover, within range of its guns. Bas’s pulse raced. Had it detected their near-collision?

	No. X had been confident the cloak would function. And Xavier was never wrong.

	“It’s working,” Valerie whispered.

	The enemy hover sped up, and the flames below illuminated the design on its side.

	Department of Pandemic Control.

	Bas’s mouth went dry.

	Beneath the lettering, the Corporate Coalition’s logo: an infinity symbol, gear, and memory cube inside a silver triquetra. Those three symbols represented the most powerful corporations, by far, in the Coalition: Infinitek, MetaTransport, and Calliope6.

	His muscles bunched in automatic response, preparing for a fight, and his pulse pounded in his ears as he watched the display for the cloak. 

	“Keep holdin’, baby,” Valerie whispered. “Keep. Holding.”

	And it did.

	Excitement spread in Bas’s chest even as sweat popped up on his forehead from the tension of running directly alongside the enemy hover. 

	The cloak worked.

	The enemy hover veered sharply away, heading straight into the zone. They hadn’t been detected.

	Valerie let out a low whoop and grinned at him. “That was too close.”

	“It always is.”

	She let out a shaky laugh. “What’s your mission count?”

	“Too high.” Bas had detonated bombs, sabotaged corporate resources, hacked and erased research—but none of those missions had been as important as this one. 

	His knee started to move involuntarily—they needed to be on the ground. Now.

	Their top resistance agent, Jeremiah, had left on a secret mission for X over a month ago in the Deep South, but when Pandemic Control had arrived, he’d gone dark. Jeremiah wasn’t a Protected, and Xavier had thought him likely sick or dead. Until ten hours ago, when a message had arrived through the old analog white space with Jeremiah’s credentials attached.

	It had contained coordinates with a single coded message: Help.

	Haven had undermined the Coalition for over twenty years in secret, but all that would be over if they captured Jeremiah and realized who he really was. They’d peg him for a terrorist and torture him. Then everyone in Haven who had escaped the Coalition’s grasp—every person who fought against corporate tyranny to restore the old freedoms and every Protected who had escaped Infinitek’s brutality—they would all be in immediate danger.

	And Bas couldn’t lose a family again. He had to bring Jeremiah home, but if that wasn’t possible… 

	He’d been instructed to make sure Jeremiah’s secrets died with him, and if he had to make that decision, he wouldn’t hesitate.

	“ETA, ten minutes.” Valerie glanced at the picture of her husband and daughter, then adjusted her controls. “Starting our descent.” 

	“Drop us and get the hell out of here, Val.” Bas stood. “Get back to Haven safe.”

	“Don’t have a choice.” Her voice was strained. “I promised Clara I’d beg popcorn off cook for a movie date. But the second you comm for extraction, I’ll be on my way.”

	“I know you will.” Bas squeezed her shoulder and headed back to the cabin, his heart rate rising again at the prospect of landing. He left the cockpit door ajar so he could still see the windshield.

	A glint of metal caught Bas’s gaze as he entered the dim cabin. Their tech, Nova Vasquez, sat in her seat, anxiously twisting her star pendant. Her brown eyes glittered in the dark as she looked up at him.

	Rory Kerrigan was hunched forward beside her, running a thumb along the scar on his cheek, a familiar tic of his before every dangerous mission. They’d found Haven together, and they’d been through far worse than this in the past eight years. But they’d always come out of it in one piece. If there was one fighter he’d always want on his team, it was Rory.

	Across from Rory, Lex Drago feigned sleep. The scout looked too young to be here—like a boy in fatigues with her short auburn hair and small frame. But looks were deceiving. She was strong. She’d been through hell—suffered the worst fate a Protected could face—without losing her mind.

	“Gear up,” Bas ordered. “Ten minutes to landing.”

	“Hey,” Nova said, slipping out of her harness. “What the hell happened back there? Thought you two were about to get us shot down.”

	“Nah.” The corner of Bas’s mouth lifted. “That was Jeremiah’s prototype. Working.”

	Rory elbowed Nova. “What were you saying again? About how the cloak would never work?”

	Nova rolled her eyes and reached up, grabbing the communications gear from storage. Rory helped her lower the heavy pack to the floor.

	“Just admit it,” Rory said, “Miah’s a genius.”

	Nova snorted as she pulled down another pack. “Oh, yeah, it’s a sure sign of genius when you get yourself lost in some woods and forget to call home for weeks.”

	Bas raised a brow at her. “Guess you and Jeremiah have more in common than you think.”

	“Shut. Up.” She made a face at him and shoved Lex’s pack into his waiting arms. 

	“I heard Georgia’s full of poisonous berries,” Rory said. “Hey, Bas, how many did Nova eat again when she got lost on that patrol?”

	“I’m a tech, idiot, not freakin’ Pocahontas.” Her gaze flicked to Lex, who was wide awake and whispering to herself. “Besides, I never pretended to be a good scout.”

	The light, nervous mood in the cabin vanished as everyone looked at Lex, and Lex sank lower in her seat. Her wide, child-like gaze found Bas’s and quickly slid past in that odd way she had of never maintaining eye contact.

	“Lex is an excellent scout,” Bas said to Nova through gritted teeth. “X trusted me to choose my team, and I chose well. You included.”

	He turned away from Nova to unzip Lex’s pack. He hadn’t wanted Nova here, but X had reminded him that she was the best Protected tech they had. And he was right. It was her attitude that was piss poor.

	He pulled a small case from the pack and looked at Lex. “Any pain?”

	She shook her head and twisted her hands in her lap.

	“I still want you to take a booster dose now.” He lifted a painmod vial from the case, and Lex grimaced and looked away as he jammed it into her thigh. Her pupils dilated for a moment. Then her face relaxed.

	Nova was checking the charge on their transmitter again, and she threw a dark look at Lex, clearly disdainful of her need for the pain medication. Bas narrowed his eyes at Nova, and her nostrils flared as she passed the transmitter to Rory. Then she strapped on the pack that contained the rest of their medical supplies and food.

	Bas shook his head. Infinitek’s experiments on Lex may have corrupted her gift of superimmunity, made her own body attack itself, but the painmod removed the negative effects. There was no reason to leave her at Haven like Nova clearly wished he had. 

	He shoved a hand in his pack, double checking for the map, which was marked with the coordinates as well as every Haven safe house in Georgia. Extremely dangerous to carry, but GPS wouldn’t work in the zone, and it was faster to destroy a paper map than it was to permanently wipe a digital copy.

	Then he did a quick check of his weapons and gear one more time: extra ammo, clean water, night vision goggles, knife, MREs, compass, blanket… This would be a quick mission, in and out in under twenty-four hours, if Jeremiah was still at the coordinates he’d sent. 

	Bas slipped a hand beneath his collar, feeling the thin plastic film he and the rest of the team had hidden on their bodies hours ago. It contained a fatal dose of a potent neurotoxin, for emergency use only… peel back the film, place it on your tongue, and it ensured you’d never spill Haven’s secrets. 

	A precaution only. Bas had no intention of being captured by the Coalition. Ever.

	“Form up!” Valerie called from the front. “We’re crossing the line in 30 seconds.”
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	Bas’s heart rate picked up as his team lined up in formation, smoke filtration masks in hand. Rory gave Bas a slight nod from his place at the front, his blue eyes dilated. He tapped a fist over his heart, and Bas mirrored him. See you on the other side, brother. They were long past needing to say it with words.

	As soon as the hover landed, the cloak would drop, exposing them. When the back door slid open, Rory would sprint out first, carrying the essential communications equipment. Lex, Nova, and Bas would follow. They’d worked this out earlier, but it wasn’t the same as practicing it. There’d been no time for drills.

	“Crossing over,” Valerie called.

	The cabin went silent as Valerie turned the hover and headed straight over the quarantine line.

	Bas squinted as light poured into the cabin. The flames were blinding this close, and the smoke parted as they passed. His mouth went dry again. If anyone was watching this spot, they might notice the strange pattern of the smoke flowing around them, even with the cloak. 

	Then they were clear of the fire line. An expanse of charred ground opened up ahead of them. Bas’s heart thudded hard against his ribs, heat flooded him, and time seemed to slow. No going back now.

	They’d have to run for a good fifty yards across that charred clearing to reach the safety of the untouched forest in the interior. Then they’d be officially inside the quarantine zone, just a few miles south of Jeremiah’s coordinates.

	Twenty seconds unseen. That’s all they needed.

	Lex looked calm, but Nova had gone rigid, her eyes darting between the windshield and the back door.

	Bas nudged her, so she’d look up at him. “Race ya to the tree line?”

	The color returned to her tan skin, and her eyes refocused, the slight panic in them fading. “Nah. Wouldn’t be fair. ’Cause you can’t beat me.”

	“How much you wanna bet?”

	She smirked. “How much you got to lose?”

	“Twenty seconds!” Valerie yelled. “No Pandemic Control transports near enough to detect.”

	“Masks!” Bas ordered.

	He and the others pulled down their masks.

	Bas’s breath came faster, tasting sour. His mind had been branded with other moments like this—tight chest, muscles aching to move, fast breathing, danger ahead. Scent of smoke, stale sweat, the taste of death on the air. All those moments blended with the now, sharpening his focus. 

	I am awake but slept before. 

	I am reborn through Haven’s door. 

	I am the future that wins the war.

	Important words. True words recited nightly before he’d been accepted as a fighter for Haven. Words to live and die by. 

	The hover landed with barely a vibration.

	“Cloak’s down!” Valerie shouted.

	The back door slid open, and a torrent of smoke blew into the cabin, coating the metal floor with fine ash.

	Rory jumped down, and Lex hit the ground running close behind him. They sprinted into the smoke as Nova and Bas leapt from the hover. The scent of burning wood filled Bas’s nostrils, even through the mask. 

	Bas tore away from the hover, into the heat and toward the promise of the healthy tree line ahead. Smoke billowed around him, obscuring charred pieces of wood and rock in his path. His pulse roared in his ears as he darted around the debris, staying focused. He sensed Nova a few paces to his right, but he couldn’t see the others up ahead.

	I am awake.

	I am reborn.

	If Bas died tonight, Haven would lose the war. He pushed himself harder, muscles screaming, as he hurtled toward the interior. The burning line of trees crackled at his back, sending off blistering waves of heat, lighting the darkness, reflecting off smoke. He thought he heard the hum of the resistance hover lifting off, but he didn’t look back.

	He angled his body around a charred stump and leapt over a boulder. One step at a time. Eyes to the ground. Don’t fall.

	Every second felt like hours.

	If a patrol passed now, they’d see four figures scrambling through smoke. He risked another look ahead and glimpsed the trees. He could see Nova in his peripheral vision. They were almost to cover.

	We’re gonna make it.

	A whistling sound broke Bas’s concentration, and he nearly missed clearing a pile of debris.

	More whistling.

	Gunfire. 

	Fuck. Bullets hit the ground in front of Bas, and fear jolted through him, lending him speed. More shots.

	Some hit his pack, slamming him to the ground.

	Gasping to regain his breath, he scrambled up and lunged forward, finally making it to the tree line.

	He reached the first bit of low foliage and launched himself through it, stumbling to the closest wide tree. He ducked behind the trunk and turned, searching for his team through the smoke. Had they all made it?

	No. A few yards down, right before the tree line, the top of a black pack. One of them had gone down. Rory or Lex? Bas sucked in another lungful of charred air through his mask as Nova emerged from the brush beside him, eyes wild behind her mask.

	Bas grabbed Nova’s arm and pointed at their fallen team member. They ran down the line, staying low, crashing through the brush. More shots fired into the woods, but none hit their mark.

	They found Lex up ahead, huddled behind a tree. Rory was face down in the clearing, and he wasn’t moving.

	Bas’s pulse roared in his skull as he tried to locate the enemy hover above them. But smoke obscured the sky, and the flames consuming the opposite tree line blinded him. Eight years ago, at the protest outside the new Protected district, moments after the bomb had gone off… 

	It’d been Rory who pulled Bas and the others from that carnage and flame. His face had been streaming blood from the gash on his cheek, and he’d sustained other injuries, but he wouldn’t stop trying to help the injured until he’d passed out from his own pain.

	Bas rejected the memories, shoving them down deep as an extra jolt of energy ran through him. He was risking the entire mission by running back out to that kill zone, but he’d die before leaving his brother behind. Not like this.

	Bas dropped his pack to the ground and sprinted back out to the charred earth, smoke cascading around him. Gunfire rang out in the air, but it pinged the ground to his right, missing him.

	He reached Rory and heaved him over. His breath fogged the mask, and his eyes were open, blinking. Dazed, but alive. A fresh burst of adrenaline aided Bas as he hauled Rory to his feet and half-dragged him to the forest. With every step, he expected bullets. But none came.

	Nova and Lex helped him drag Rory deeper into the woods as gunfire pierced the air again, overlaying the roar of the flames. The team dropped to the ground, but this time, the gunfire wasn’t aimed at them.

	Bas grabbed the nearest low branch and pushed it aside, squinting up at the dark sky through the foliage. A strange flicker just above the burning trees caught his eye. No.

	Valerie.

	The resistance hover shimmered into existence, then faded. It looked like a malfunctioning holo display—not real. Another part of one green wing became visible, then faded. The image seemed to flicker, revealing the nose, then empty sky. A Pandemic Control hover emerged from the smoke, firing on the spot where Haven’s aircraft had just appeared.

	Bas grasped the branch so tight, it snapped in his fist. 

	The resistance hover rippled into view again as the cloaking device failed. Flames danced along one side, and it jerked in the air as Val tried to regain control.

	She righted it, barely.

	Fly away. Run, Val. But even if she did, she’d never escape them. She must have known that, too, because she didn’t flee. Instead, she sped up, flying at the Coalition craft.

	Bas sucked in a breath. The enemy hover couldn’t evade her fast enough, and Valerie made impact.

	Both aircraft ignited.

	They spun in circles, losing altitude fast. When they crashed into the burning trees below, the twin explosions made the forest burn even brighter.

	Bas rocked back on his heels, swallowing another lungful of smoke-tinged air, blinking to get his vision back. I am awake. Reborn. His mind cleared—they would mourn Val later.

	“You walked the Path ‘til death, sister,” he whispered. “You are free, but your fight will be remembered.”

	She’d sacrificed herself to protect Haven… she’d given them time to get away.

	He turned to find his team still staring in horror at where the aircraft had gone down. Rory’s right sleeve was dark with blood, and a small trickle of it ran down his temple, under his mask. Nova jumped up behind Rory, showing them what she saw. The pack with their transmitter—their only way to circumvent the communications block and get a message back to Haven—was riddled with bullet holes.

	No time. A low hum reached Bas and then intensified. The team froze, hands on weapons, staring up through the trees. The deafening whir of multiple hovers was directly overhead now, and wind flattened the forest canopy.

	Back-up had arrived, and they’d brought something with them. The scent of it burned down Bas’s throat as it made it through the mask.

	Butane.

	The Coalition didn’t have to shoot them to kill them.

	The trees closest to the scorched land ignited, flames swallowing the spot where they’d come in, stealing oxygen from the air.

	Bas tried to move, to breathe, but he fell to his knees, sweat streaming into his eyes. His mask fogged, and for a moment, he couldn’t see.

	Darkness in a tight space. Small and afraid. Panic. Suffocating. An old terror rose up from nowhere, paralyzing him in a way it hadn’t in years.

	Why here? Why now? Bas fought the darkness, struggled to suck in a breath of fresh air.

	His mask suddenly cleared, and he glimpsed his team ahead, already running deeper into the forest. North. Toward where they’d find Jeremiah. Bas fought for the living, fought for Haven—not for the long dead and buried.

	I am the future that wins the war.

	He took in another gulp of filtered air and sprinted after his team. As he tried to run, the brush clawed at his pack, and his boots sank into the detritus. Too slow.

	A stiff wind swept through the forest, and the flames danced and leapt from tree to tree, sweeping after the Haven team in a greedy quest to consume them alive.
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	When Anders stepped out of the bathroom with a towel clutched loosely around his hips, he expected to be alone.

	Unfortunately, there was still a naked girl in his bed.

	Charlotte had wrapped his green comforter around her body, and her straw-colored hair was tangled, black makeup smeared under her eyes. She still hadn’t noticed him and seemed to be frantically searching the sheets for the clothes he’d peeled off of her last night.

	Anders padded through the large, dim space and let his towel drop to the wood floor. As he pulled on a pair of boxer briefs, he spotted a bit of lace hanging off the corner of his low dresser.

	He reluctantly lifted it up, letting it dangle from one finger as he turned to face his platform bed.

	The ceiling of his minimalist attic bedroom sloped sharply upward until it met a wall made completely of tinted glass. With his free hand, Anders gestured a quick series of commands. A small red light blinked in the upper right hand corner of the wall as its sensor picked them up. Sleep mode abruptly ended, and the wall turned transparent.

	Charlotte winced, squinting against the sudden influx of sunlight. Anders had woken to the sound of distant thunder, but Telmont, Georgia had nothing but blue, cloudless skies now. Manicured lawns, tall trees, and large modern homes sprawled across the gated community, and he glimpsed the roof of Charlotte’s house from here, blocking his view of the smaller, older section of downtown in the distance.

	He could see his own reflection in the glass, his blond hair, broad shoulders, the amused look on his face as he sauntered over to her. She saw it, too, watching his reflection approach like a deer in headlights, and she didn’t look at him as he dropped her panties in her lap.

	“You’re welcome,” he said.

	Charlotte’s fair skin flushed beneath her freckles as her gaze skipped up his body, lingered on his abs and chest.

	She cleared her throat, still not meeting his eyes, and crumpled her underwear in her fist. “Uh… Could you…?” 

	Anders crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the cool glass window.

	“I’m trying to get dressed here.” She looked him in the eye and grew even redder. “Do ya mind?”

	Anders blinked slowly, pretending to think.

	“Do. You. Mind?”

	“Go ahead.” He shrugged. “Already seen it all anyway.”

	“Ugh.” Charlotte glared at him, tugging the blanket higher on her chest. “This is why I hate you.”

	“Because you always end up in my bed?”

	Her brown eyes widened. “I didn’t even want to come over here last night.”

	“Yet you came.” He smirked. “More than once, actually.”

	Charlotte hurled a pillow at him.

	Anders caught it and dropped it back on the bed. “That’s not how you say thank you.”

	“You should be thanking me. For bringing you that.” She pointed at the clear plastic rectangle on his bedside table. “You don’t even need it, do you? Literally no one needs an old beta Calliope6 holotab. I think you were just trying to lure me to your doorstep.”

	“You really wanna know why I wanted it?” Anders sank down on the bed beside her.

	She squinted at him with suspicion. “Will your answer make my eyes glaze over?”

	Anders put on his most sincere expression. “It’ll help me collect more loot in Space Quest. My inventory’s so big, the Calliope6 VR servers can’t even handle me logging on.” He leaned toward her. “Wanna see?”

	“Wow. No.” Charlotte sniffed and tugged the blanket up to her chin. “God, your life is so sad. When is your stupid face not buried in a VR game?”

	Anders smirked. “When it’s buried between your—”

	“Rhetorical. Question.” Charlotte shoved him, but as she did, the comforter shifted. She snatched it back up, but not before Anders got a nice glimpse of her small, perky breasts. 

	“You look cold. If you need me to warm you up, just ask.”

	“I’d rather freeze to death.” Charlotte scooted off the bed, taking the comforter with her. “If my brother knew I was here, he’d be punching that look off your face right now.”

	“It’d be fun to see him try. Let’s invite him over.”

	She mumbled something as she retrieved her bra from the space next to the bedside table.

	“What?” Anders asked. “Didn’t catch that.”

	“Scott’s at the creek with Dion. Everyone camped down there this week. Which you’d know if anyone ever invited you anywhere.”

	“Everyone, huh?” His mouth twitched. “It’s too bad they forgot you.”

	“I was there.” She leaned over to check behind the bedside table. “I just felt like leaving early.”

	“Hmm. Miss your parents?” Anders raised a brow. “Bet they wouldn’t be too happy if they found out Scott’s with Dion and you’re with me. Isn’t he also banned from your house?”

	He stared openly at her until she blushed and looked away. Charlotte ended up spending the night a few times a year, always when her parents were out of town.

	She finally let out an exasperated sigh. “What? My parents are in Seattle, yeah, but that has nothing to do with you being a creeper.” She tossed her head and started dragging the comforter noisily across the wood floor in search of the rest of her clothes.

	“You should’ve gone with them. It’s not my fault you can’t resist me.”

	“You’re so delusional! They’re at a boring Calliope6 conference. Holo station owners only.” Charlotte grabbed her purse from his desk. “Something about upgrades, I don’t know.”

	“I wonder what they’re upgrading.” He leaned back on his elbows, grinning. “Maybe the security system?”

	“Everything’s not about you, Anders.” Charlotte plucked her clothes off the floor and let the blanket slide away. Her ass jiggled as she darted into the bathroom.

	“So they’re not upgrading security?” Anders called.

	“Why would they?” She peered around the doorframe, a spiteful glint in her eye. “The system worked perfectly when that scumbag tried to break in last year. He was arrested in, what, sixty seconds? Of course… he was an amateur. And you and I both know what a complete moron he is.” She flashed him a vicious smile and slammed the door.

	Feisty. And also incorrect.

	Anders had been arrested one hundred and eighty-eight seconds after the station’s alarm went off.

	But he’d already spent ninety-six minutes inside the station’s supply room before he’d tripped that alarm… on purpose. He wanted to see how fast the police could respond to a break-in. They were slow. He hadn’t anticipated the holo station going into full lock-down mode, that’s all.

	He was dying to get rid of Charlotte and boot up her holotab, but he had other things to accomplish first.

	With a spring in his step, he grabbed the holotab she’d given him and headed into his walk-in closet, locking the door behind him. He strode to the back and hopped over boxes containing his winter clothing and ski gear. Shelves lined the far wall, packed tight with luggage, bags, and extra blankets. 

	Anders pulled down the largest suitcase. The rectangular panel behind it looked like every other panel on the shelf, but this one was different. 

	He gently pressed it along the edges, and it popped forward with a click. He eased it flat, revealing the large gap inside the wall where he’d removed the insulation. 

	A surge of energy raced through him as he lowered the holotab into the gap, adding it to his stockpile of borrowed Coalition tech. Who knew what data he’d recover from it? People tended to use the same passwords over and over. If Charlotte’s parents were as predictable as everyone else, he might finally be able to access the top floor of the holo station—where they kept their most advanced tech.

	Anders suppressed a smile and carefully replaced the panel and the suitcase.

	Then he quickly finished dressing, pulling on jeans and a new long-sleeve shirt. He normally hated wearing nanofabric, but Georgia was a sauna in June, and this shirt was like mobile air conditioning.

	He was back in his bedroom and lacing up his boots by the time Charlotte emerged with a fresh face and her hair pinned up in a messy bun, purse slung over her shoulder. Her breasts looked ready to escape from her tank top, and her skirt left most of her thighs exposed. Anders couldn’t help but feel his appreciation rise.

	“Eyes up here.” Charlotte snapped her fingers. “And lose my number. This will never happen again.” 

	Anders stood, forcing her to look up at him. “I’ve never heard that one before.”

	She licked her lips. “You know I still hate your guts, right?”

	“Feeling’s still mutual.” Anders winked. “Unfortunately, not even that will be enough to keep you away.”

	“Get over yourself,” she snapped. She tried to brush past, but Anders blocked her.

	“Hey,” he said softly.

	She took a deep breath and looked up at him. Her cheeks flushed as she met his eyes.

	“It’s okay.” Anders smoothly wrapped his hands around her slim waist and pulled her toward him. “Just admit why you’re here. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying a good hate f—”

	“Shut up.” Charlotte glanced down at the inch-wide gap between them. She swallowed. “It’s simple, you idiot. I’m here because you asked for my family’s garbage. I was just trying to be a good neighbor.”

	“You were good,” Anders gently squeezed her waist and pulled her closer. “Really good. Did I even invite you in? One minute you were on the back porch asking if my dad was home. The next minute you were on your knees—”

	“Shh!” Charlotte’s eyes darkened, and her breasts threatened to fall out of her shirt with each quick inhale.

	“Don’t worry.” Anders lowered his voice. “My dad can’t hear us up here.”

	“I’m not worried. I’m leaving. And avoiding you ‘til I fly to Boston.”

	“Are you excited you’re moving far, far away? I know I am.” He guided her hips closer, showing her just how excited he was. “Want a send-off you’ll remember?”

	“Nice try.” Her voice came out weak, husky. “That only works if you’re memorable. And you’re not. If you’d ever gone to college, you’d know that I won’t be able to walk across campus without tripping over a hundred guys like you.”

	“College sounds amazing.” Anders ran his fingers lightly up her ribcage, and started tracing the line of her bra beneath her shirt. She bit her lip, and as he increased the pressure, she arched into his touch, eyes half-closed. “It also sounds like you’ll be looking for a guy like me.”

	“Hell, no.” Charlotte took a shaky breath. “You’re the worst.”

	“I am.” Anders leaned down, and her lips parted in response. “You can do much better.”

	“Anyone could.” She murmured. “The bar’s so low.”

	Anders pulled back slightly, before she could kiss him. “You need to find a respectable boyfriend in Boston,” he said, slipping his hand beneath her shirt. “Someone you deserve.”

	“I will. Gimme a week.” Charlotte sucked in a breath and tugged hard on his belt loop.

	Anders started in on her neck, nuzzling his way up it. “You’ll make another guy very happy.” He reached her ear. “If you know the secret.”

	“What…” Charlotte let out a small noise as he grazed her earlobe. “Secret?”

	“It’s simple. Remember to scream his name.”

	She sighed in response and tugged at his belt loops more insistently. 

	“Then he’ll never know,” Anders said softly, “you’re pretending he’s me.”

	He released Charlotte with a grin, and she let out a growl of frustration and shoved him into the bedroom door.

	Anders opened it with a flourish.

	Charlotte stalked through, her hands in tight fists. He followed her into the dark hall that led to the staircase.

	“I know my own way out.” Charlotte hissed, walking ahead of him.

	Anders ignored her. The glass panels that ran from the ground to the attic were still in night mode out here. Fantastic. His dad was probably still asleep after his late shift, which meant he wouldn’t have to talk to him at all today. 

	As the stairwell sensed their approach, the night light function activated. It began to emit a gentle green glow as the luminescent coating came to life. Each metal step seemed to sparkle as they descended. 

	The steps were the only good thing about Coalition housing. When he was a kid, he used to sneak out of bed and sit here for hours, staring at the luminescent dust until patterns emerged. Stars, spirals, a thousand faraway galaxies and dimensions, each with a story to tell, stories that wove a chaotic path through his brain until his dad activated day mode and ruined it like he ruined everything.

	Anders reached the second floor landing, and from it, he had a clear view of most of the downstairs. The tall windows were still in night mode, and the wide open floor plan of the living room looked deserted. By the time Anders reached the first floor, Charlotte was disappearing into the kitchen, high-tailing it for the back door.

	“Good morning, Charlotte.” A deep voice said.

	“Oh… uh, good Morning, Mr.… Sheriff Johansen.”

	Awkward. Anders perked up. If he had to see his dad, at least it would be entertaining.
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	Anders didn’t even try to keep the amusement off his face as he sauntered into the kitchen. 

	Charlotte stood next to the back door, her hand on the doorknob, eyes glinting in the dim light. She darted a look at Anders, then at the island, where his father sat, a mug of coffee in his hand. 

	Loras Johanssen was already in uniform and had the latest Coalition-issued hologear on, a single tethered eyepiece and earpiece made of glass and metal.

	“Let me get some light in here,” his dad said to Charlotte, his voice calm.

	He made a series of gestures—house commands—manipulating the 3D interface only he could see.

	He gestured a unique command—something Anders knew he’d created to deactivate every networked device with a microphone or a speaker. They had no proof the devices recorded anything, but Anders had removed most of them from his bedroom. If the sensors in the windows were sending his movements to some lackey at Headquarters, well, then he gave them regular entertainment.

	But there were things said in this house that the Coalition could never overhear.

	Sunlight flooded the kitchen as every window switched to day mode, and his dad removed the gear. He stood up and took measure of the situation. Just like Anders, he was 6’3” and had the same white-blond hair, but unlike Anders, he had light brown eyes and was a traitor to humanity. The Coalition logo pinned over his heart proved that.

	“Front door is unlocked,” his dad said to Charlotte, his voice warm, even friendly. “Lawn bots are on in the back, and it’s pesticide day, so I wouldn’t go out that way. I’m about to start breakfast, though, if you’re hungry…”

	“Oh, no. I was just… I had to tell Anders something.” Her face was beet red. “I’m not hungry.”

	“Alright. Anders, can you show your friend out?”

	“Thanks,” she said, a hint of relief in her voice. “It’s okay, I know the way.”

	This was great. Everyone knowing exactly what happened, yet everyone expected to pretend like it hadn’t.

	As soon as Charlotte passed the island, and his dad could no longer see her face, she sent Anders a withering glare. 

	“Don’t I get a good-bye kiss?” he asked.

	The stunned mixture of horror and shock on Charlotte’s face was worth whatever happened next. In fact, her expression ranked right up there with the look on his dad’s face when he’d arrested Anders for breaking into the holo station. 

	Charlotte let out a small sound and hurried past him in a super disappointing way.

	“Ouch! That really hurt my feelings,” Anders called after her.

	The front door slid open and closed with a chime.

	Anders crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the slick wall of white cupboards behind him. Then he stared at his dad with a blank gaze.

	His father stared back and took a long drink of his coffee.

	Anders could play this game all day.

	His dad had to go to work sometime, and clearly he had something to say, or he wouldn’t have deactivated all potential sleeper agent TraitorTech in this place.

	His father finally drained his cup and placed it on the concrete counter with a light clink. He stood tall, shoulders back, composed. Calm. But Anders knew the storm he kept just under the surface.

	“The Connellys may have dropped the charges against you, but they forbade you from entering their home.” His father said evenly. “They don’t want you coming near them, trespassing on any of their property, including their holo station, and I’m certain that includes sleeping with their eighteen-year-old daughter. Do you understand?”

	Anders stood up straight. “Is it still trespassing if she asks me to come inside?”

	He father’s eyes flashed ever-so-slightly, but he kept his composure. “What happened to that last girl… Alissa, wasn’t it?”

	“Who?” Anders walked over to the counter to make the stare down more uncomfortable for his dad. “Oh. Her. Apparently she had a boyfriend.”

	“Is she still with him?”

	“What?”

	“What I’m hearing is that you had a woman, but you weren’t able to keep her interest.”

	“Or… she didn’t keep mine.” Anders’ voice went up a notch, and he forced it back down.

	“Because you’re incapable of focusing. On anything. Do you know any other twenty-one-year-olds who have never had a steady girlfriend or a steady job for more than a month?”

	Anders didn’t like where this was going. “Do you know any other fifty-year-olds who haven’t gotten laid in over a decade?”

	“If you ever come to me with some disease or say you’ve gotten some girl pregnant—”

	“We’ve all had our annuals and birth control implants.” Anders couldn’t stop himself from interrupting, breaking rule number three in his mental handbook on pwning his dad in a who’s-most-unflappable contest. But he powered through. “You were hovering next to me for mine, remember? Watching the doctor inject it. Maybe you should hover next to me in my bedroom the next time I have a girl over. You obviously need lessons.”

	His dad’s brows rose slightly with amusement, and a dimple appeared on his face. Anders felt his calm slipping, replaced with the urge to punch his dad in the jaw.

	“If you can’t pass high school without me stepping in,” his father said, “show up for a job, abide by the law, and keep your pants on around women, then why should I trust you to show up to the Coalition’s mandatory exams, or to do anything else correctly?”

	Anders was silent for a moment, trying to get his blood pressure down. He had plenty of low blows for his dad, but he had to sort them into something coherent first.

	His father gave a quick shake of his head. “I’m reinstating my access to the GPS tracker on your bike. I’ll also be cutting your allowance. It’s time for you to find another job.”

	Anders couldn’t speak. He could barely keep his face straight. His dad always found new excuses to try to control him… and he always would. At least he hadn’t yet figured out Anders had removed the tracker in his bike.

	The comm on his father’s belt went off. He activated it and listened to the voice on the other end without ever taking his eyes off Anders. 

	Anders stared back, his arms crossed over his chest, trying to look outwardly calm. But his blood was starting to boil inside him. His dad was such a fucking hypocrite, acting self-righteous about good decision-making when he’d made so many bad ones. 

	His worst decision was continuing to serve the Corporate Coalition after all they’d done. He upheld laws that didn’t apply to the corporations that made them. They were liars and thieves, yet no law could touch them or bring them down—they’d made sure of that. His father helped the Coalition keep inconvenient truths hidden from the citizens and provided them with “security.” The citizens didn’t seem to notice or care that they were exchanging that security for their privacy and all the freedoms people in America used to have. 

	“I’ll be there in ten for the briefing,” his dad finally said. Then he swept his mug off the counter and placed it in the dishwasher.

	“Stay away from downtown today, Anders,” he said. “People are stocking up because they’re nervous that quarantine could spread… it’s not going to, but MetaTransport won’t be able to keep up with demand.”

	Anders narrowed his eyes at his dad’s back and watched him walk to the door at the other end of the kitchen.

	“Maid service is coming by in the afternoon, too, so I hope you didn’t leave anything too disgusting for them upstairs.”

	Anders wished his dad would just get the fuck gone already.

	“By the way,” his father continued, opening the door to the garage, “I installed a new tracker on your bike three days ago. If you attempt to remove it, I’ll get an alert. And if you go anywhere near your uncle’s house again, you will no longer have a vehicle.”

	His dad turned back to look at Anders, his eyes bright with victory, then stepped into the garage and slammed the door.

	Anders ran his hands through his hair and closed his eyes. He leaned over the island, pissed off, yet smiling as he tried to think of a way to overcome the latest obstacle his dad had thrown in his path. 

	What did the tracker do? It sent GPS data to his dad, straight from unhackable servers.

	If he couldn’t remove the tracker easily, then he’d have to make it report data he liked better. He’d have to trick it into believing it was somewhere else. Or trick his father’s gear into thinking it was viewing his tracker when it wasn’t. But Calliope6 made trackers and tracking software that were supposed to be impossible to hack into.

	Everything’s only impossible until I do it.

	Anders went to the wall of cupboards and gestured, his muscles tight with frustration. A 2D display emerged from one white square, and he gestured again, telling the espresso maker to pull him a quadruple shot with enough sugar to dull the bitter taste of it. 

	As fun as it would be hack into Calliope6’s GPS software, it wasn’t worth the risk of being caught. Being underestimated was an advantage Anders intended to keep. 

	That meant he was stuck taking the simplest and most boring route. He had all his dad’s passwords, so he’d log into his network account, deactivate the alert he’d set up, and remove the new tracker from his bike.

	His dad could keep inventing new ways to control him, but Anders would get around all of them until the day he found a way to leave this town. 

	And Anders would leave. Step One: Convince his uncle to talk to him again.

	Last night, before Charlotte had shown up, Anders had come up with a surefire way to get his uncle back on his side. All he needed to do now was remove the tracker from his bike and pick up some items downtown. 

	One of the white squares in the wall lowered, revealing the espresso machine and Anders’ freshly poured shots.

	He quickly downed them, burning his mouth but not caring.

	The sooner he got to work, the sooner he could leave this glass house for good.
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	Katherine Raines emerged onto her great house’s veranda, glass in hand. She took a deep, satisfying breath, inhaling the clean scent of the rain and the fir trees on her property. How many of this century’s world-changing decisions had been made from this very spot? 

	All of them.

	And this morning, Katherine had another one to make. In the distance, dawn fog drifted across Puget sound, and low gray clouds partially obscured Mt. Rainier. Infinitek’s headquarters glinted proudly next to the space needle. The tall, glass and steel building with its modern slanted roof seemed to cut through the clouds, towering above everything else in Seattle.

	A beacon of hope and progress to all who saw it. And proof that all was still right in the world.

	At the far edge of the Raines’ family property, a guard patrol rumbled by, and the humvee’s lights glanced off the barbed wire fence, disrupting Katherine’s calm. Here she was, solving the world’s most pressing problems, yet she had to employ guards to sweep her property for terrorists. Humanity would be lost without her invisible guiding hand. Destroyed.

	Katherine’s nostrils flared, and she deftly plucked a small white pill from the hidden pocket in her dress. She dropped it onto her tongue and drained her rum. The liquid coursed down her throat, taking the medication with it, warming her up against the chill in the air.

	There were people in the world who hated her—who wanted to see the leader of Infinitek and the Corporate Coalition dead. They were ignorant, selfish children who would rather return to the Dark Decades of endless pandemics, starvation, and worldwide economic collapse. Instead of enjoying the prosperity Katherine’s father had created for them when he’d formed the Coalition, terrorists dreamed of destroying it. She’d obliterated the worst of them… the so-called ‘Watchtower’ terrorists who had assassinated her father fifteen years ago, but there were always more—a never ending plague that had no cure.

	Politicians like Prime Minister O’Shannon were another example of the systemic bureaucratic infection that had nearly destroyed the world the last time. O’Shannon had especially become a problem lately, with her secret meetings and underhanded dealings. Katherine had already put the last stages of her plan into motion, but she needed to make a final decision this morning… a pivotal one that would disrupt the delicate balance of things before equilibrium could be restored.

	One of Katherine’s hovers lifted off for an aerial patrol, and its low hum joined the sound of light rain hitting the roof over the veranda. The infinity symbol on the hover’s side stood out, silver on navy blue, and her eyes flicked back to the Infinitek building.

	Progress requires sacrifice. Her father’s favorite words.

	And with that, Katherine made the most important decision she’d likely make today. She’d given Tara O’Shannon plenty of time to shape up, yet all she’d done was dig herself a deeper grave. 

	A resolute calm flowed through Katherine as she turned, head high, and strode through the wide French doors into her office. Gray morning light streamed between velvet curtains, illuminating the room.

	 She left her glass on the table in her sitting area, then headed straight for the desk, her heels clicking across the marble floors.

	“Aurora,” she called, her voice echoing off the wood-paneled walls, “Do I have any call requests this morning?”

	“Good Morning, Katherine. I hope you slept well,” the home’s artificial intelligence replied in a warm tone. “Representatives from Calliope6 and MetaTransport have called six times each since last night, requesting updates on the quarantine zone. Prime Minister Tara O’Shannon and President Joss Harris have also requested private calls in advance of this afternoon’s conference call. Which call will you be making first?”

	Katherine let out a breath. Infinitek was the most powerful corporation in the world, but Calliope6 and MetaTransport came in a close second and third, respectively. They were both founding members of the Coalition, and while Katherine was in charge of leading the Coalition, they would expect a real update soon. She couldn’t hold them off for much longer.

	“Aurora,” she said, “Please inform Calliope6 and Metatransport that I will have updates on the quarantine zone for them by tomorrow morning. I will only be speaking with President Harris this morning. Send a message to Prime Minister O’Shannon informing her that my schedule is too full for a private call today.” 

	“Certainly. Shall I bring the President online and activate your holoscreen array now?”

	“Yes.”

	Aurora closed the blinds, and the holo array emerged from the floor across from Katherine. Rainbow light streamed from it, and as it warmed up, the colors merged into one glowing body of cool white light. Katherine placed both palms flat on her desk—an heirloom from her father, its wood sourced from the last tropical rainforest on Earth. An ivory inlay displayed the most recent political landscape. She ran her fingers along the surface, tracing the continents. 

	Six thriving nations accepted Corporate Coalition oversight. Fewer than two dozen smaller areas still needed to be recovered and folded into the six. She’d dedicated her life to finishing her father’s work. Someday, everyone on Earth would be a citizen of one nation beneath the Coalition’s guiding hand.

	“President Harris has been connected and is waiting on the line,” Aurora said.

	Katherine’s holoscreen flickered on, reflecting her own 3D image. She smoothed her hair back, making sure every deep brown strand was secured in her bun, and checked her make-up. Her last rejuvenation session had been well worth the cost. A smile budded on her newly-full lips. She looked even better than she had at thirty.

	“Aurora, connect us.”

	The President of United North America, Joss Harris, appeared beside her own image. “Good morning, Katherine.” 

	“Good morning, Mr. President.” She smiled and inclined her head.

	Joss was an attractive man, with classic features and eyes that inspired trust. Katherine preferred former actors in positions of power, and he’d been an excellent choice. He knew how to work a crowd, understood when tears showed strength and not weakness, and had a talent for soothing citizens without redirecting their anger or fear on the Coalition.

	As he leaned back in his office chair, she glimpsed the New York skyline through the window behind him.

	“Enjoying Wall Street today?” Katherine asked.

	“One hundred and ten degrees, and it’s not even noon. Be glad you’re not here.”

	Katherine laughed. “I’ve told you. Just say the word, and we’ll move the capital to Seattle.”

	Joss lifted a brow. “You know I would, but then I’d never hear the end of it. Congress is already riding me harder than usual this week. But I am looking forward to flying out for the CC Entertainment Awards.”

	“And Isabela and I can’t wait to see you. You know you and your wife are always welcome to stay at our guest house.”

	“We had a wonderful time there last summer.” He gave her a charming smile, then tapped the holo tablet on his desk and cringed at the document that popped up. “The Coalition Liason Committee has handed me a mile-long list of things to bring up in the call this afternoon. Questions about the quarantine zone make up more than half the list. I’ve told them it’s nothing to be worried about…”

	Katherine shook her head and shared a rueful smile with him. “Pandemic Control is reporting a mild flu virus. The quarantine is just a precaution. The citizens remember that bird flu from five years ago, and they will appreciate seeing that their leaders are willing to go above and beyond on this. Perhaps the Liason Committee needs to be reminded again that elections are coming up next year.”

	Joss looked at the ceiling in his office and shook his head. “With any luck, this bunch won’t be re-elected.” He folded his hands in front of him, and his expression changed, lightening. “But that’s not why I wanted to have a private call with you this morning. I wanted to make sure I had a moment with you to thank you for what you did for my son.”

	Katherine waved a hand dismissively. “We should be thanking you. Infinitek always needs more bright minds, and your son was an ideal candidate for this company. I see a lot of potential in him.”

	Joss’s face brightened even more. “I know he has great hopes for his career there.”

	“Management already sees a rising star in Joaquin. We’ll take great care of him, and I will personally ensure he has access to the best opportunities.”

	Joss nodded, satisfied, and Katherine bowed out of the conversation gracefully, with another mention of her guest house invitation for the CC awards. President Harris accepted, and she ended the call.

	“Aurora, reset the room.”

	“Certainly,” Aurora replied in a pleasant voice, as the holo array shut down. “Captain Wells’ hover touched down on landing site three approximately two minutes ago. He will be with you shortly for your morning briefing.”

	Katherine stood, unbuttoning her coat with one hand as she walked across the near-dark room to her sitting area. It was never too early for a second drink or another dose.

	She picked up her empty glass and tapped a wood panel in the wall. It slid open, revealing the small bar where she kept her rum. As she poured the rich liquid into the glass, the blinds finished lifting, revealing still-gray skies, and she sank down on her leather sofa to await Captain Wells. The movement sent a sharp ache up her arm, and the glass shook in her hand. Katherine closed her eyes, waiting for the pain to fade, then took another pill. She let it dissolve a little—crumble into bitter, beautiful powder—then chased it with her rum.

	She leaned forward and twisted her wrist above the glass coffee table, activating the holoscreen embedded in it. A hologram appeared above it, displaying everything just as she’d left it from the night before.

	It was a selection of files and holovids sent down from Infinitek’s orbital station by Jordan Sorenson, the lead engineer on Infinitek’s most ambitious project yet: a space fleet that would someday carry humanity farther than they’d ever dreamed. Katherine had involved the other members of the Coalition in its construction for PR purposes, but in reality, it was Infinitek’s project. Expanding humanity’s reach had been her father’s dream when he’d bought out her deceased husband’s fledgling aeronautics company, Galactic Frontier. But where her useless husband had failed with his doomed Mars Mission, she would succeed. And more.

	Her fleet would be a traveling city, a fully self-sufficient colony made up of eleven massive ships. And her engineers were even working on faster than light travel so the first colonists could leave the solar system. Katherine’s father had considered jumpgate technology an unlikely achievement within this century, but Katherine had excised the word “impossible” from her dictionary long ago. Bots had been able to mine the martisium found on Mars even after the colony failed. And the martisium had been the key to building the first functional jumpgate.

	Her lips turned up slightly as she viewed what Sorenson had sent down—diagrams for the latest version of the radiation shielding they’d developed for the flagship Paragon’s power core. 

	Despite all the setbacks, her fleet was nearly commercially viable, and it would fly within the decade. Or perhaps much, much sooner. Humanity would remember that Infinitek had been responsible for leading the way into the final frontier. As she took another long swig of rum, a sense of rightness burned through her along with it. The Coalition was her father’s legacy… But this fleet would be hers and hers alone.

	“Captain Wells has arrived,” Aurora said.

	Katherine casually gestured, switching to a map of the quarantine zone. A thick red line wound its way through Alabama, North Florida, and South Georgia. Pandemic Control wasn’t dealing with a flu virus like she’d told the President, but the rest of the world didn’t have to know that. At least, not yet. This problem, much like Prime Minister O’Shannon, would be taken care of soon.

	“I’m ready for Wells, Aurora.”

	The door to her office slid open, and Katherine arched her neck to watch her newest Head of Security stride over.

	When he reached her, he stood straight, looking past her. “Here to report, ma’am.”

	She took another sip of her rum and swept her gaze over Carson Wells, taking her time. When her last Head of Security had made some unforgiveable mistakes, she’d needed a new one. Carson had had an excellent track record, his whole career spent serving in the Coalition forces. He was single, dedicated to doing his duty, and he knew how to do as he was told, without question. 

	But that wasn’t the only thing to appreciate. He was ten years younger than she was, forty at most, and very good-looking in that rugged, well-muscled way so many ex-marines were. 

	She set down her glass and waved a hand. “Report. Have we identified and contained all the infected in the zone?”

	“Not yet, ma’am,” he said, dragging his vowels out with his light southern accent. “There were several incidences of violence when we extended the zone, and we believe some individuals may have made it out. We don’t know if they’re infected, but I had Headquarters issue a high priority APB on them. As soon as we get a lead, all local police will be mobilized to assist.”

	“I want them found. Will we have to extend the zone again?”

	“Pandemic Control expects to extend the zone one more time but should have the situation fully under control within the next forty-eight hours. However, they’ve only received one shipment of the serum and are concerned about the growing fatalities in Alabama. Would you like me to send a message to Dr. Dalton and ask for a timeline on the shipments?”

	“Yes.” Katherine pursed her lips. That old man was almost more trouble than he was worth, but she needed him… at least until this quarantine problem was resolved. “We’ll handle Dalton. You tell Pandemic Control Command to focus on locking down that zone and rounding up the infected.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Carson hesitated. “But… there’s another issue.”

	“Well?”

	He cleared his throat. “In South Georgia, at approximately 5:30 a.m., Control caught a hover landing inside the quarantine zone.”

	Katherine stood up, sweeping her glass into her hand, her heart beating faster. “Who was it?”

	“They think possibly Calliope6 personnel, based on their hover tech. They made it past our patrols with some kind of cloaking device we’ve never seen before.”

	“Get someone looking into that tech.” Katherine began to pace. “I haven’t told Calliope6 the infection originated near their facilities yet. They agreed to wait on my update and not attempt to cross into the zone.”

	“Some of their people may have sent out messages before we locked down communications. Unfortunately, the hover crashed, taking one of ours with it. We were unable to recover anything.”

	“Did any of their men make it in?” She asked, her jaw tightening.

	“No. Pandemic Control says they took care of it. But I’ve ordered some of their men to continue searching for any survivors, so we can be sure.”

	“Good.” Katherine inhaled, her calm restored. She took another drink and stepped closer to Carson, casually raising a hand to straighten the Coalition pin on his lapel.

	She ran her finger lightly along the metal triquetra and looked up at him, enjoying how his gray eyes widened slightly at her forwardness. “It’s a shame those men had to die.”

	Carson swallowed, his jaw working. “Ma’am?”

	“But they must have known what would happen…” Katherine drew her hand lazily down every button on his uniform, letting her fingers come to rest over the spot just below his naval. She sipped her rum and met his eyes, which had gone dark. “It was dangerous for them to try to cross the line.” 

	Heat seemed to emanate from him, traveling through her fingertips, warming her own body further. 

	“Yes… it was.” His voice came out husky.

	“Captain,” she said softly, grazing his stomach lightly with her fingertips, “report on Tara O’Shannon.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Carson glanced down at where Katherine’s hand still rested above his belt, and he cleared his throat. “O’Shannon hasn’t made any new calls on her unregistered phone, but we believe she met with two cabinet members in secret last night. We were unable to trace her to an exact location, but she and both cabinet members went offline at the same time near her home in London, for one hour. We’re still monitoring them.” 

	“And the wall? Did your men stage the attack?

	“Yes. Our objective was accomplished. There were some additional casualties. A busload of high school students were involved.”

	“Unfortunate. It should never have come to this, but it did,” Katherine said evenly. “And an organized push against the Coalition could destabilize the whole region. The Eastern European Alliance would certainly attempt to take advantage of the chaos that would follow.”

	“Yes, ma’am. Our intelligence teams maintain that O’Shannon is a high-level security risk to the Coalition.”

	Katherine let her hand fall and turned away from him, swirling her rum in her glass and looking out at the grounds.

	A hover lifted into the sky and took off toward the Infinitek building. That would be Izzy, leaving for her weekly visit with Infinitek management.

	“Ma’am? Do you have any other orders?” Carson asked.

	Katherine pretended to wipe a drop of rum from her lip, enjoying the way his gaze went to her mouth. She rewarded loyal soldiers, and she intended to reward this one personally. Sooner rather than later. 

	She met his eyes, allowing that promise to show on her face. “I expect that we will complete this operation later tonight, after my conference call with all six heads of state has ended.”

	The captain nodded, standing straighter, his face now a mask of professionalism. “Everything will be ready on your word, ma’am.”

	Katherine waved a hand. “You’re dismissed, Captain Wells.”

	Once he’d exited the room and shut the heavy wooden doors behind him, Katherine turned to face the windows, her drink in hand. As she did, the first rays of sunlight broke through the clouds, streaming into her office, bathing her in warm light. It was as if some higher power wanted to let Katherine know that it saw her plans… and it approved.

	Pride swelled within her, and she couldn’t help but smile. She drained her glass.

	Progress required sacrifices. 

	And luckily for the world, Katherine always knew how to make the right ones.
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	Selene pushed the wheelbarrow down the dirt drive, sweat dripping into her eyes. Telmont’s pleasant dawn weather had ended with the storm, and the noon air was like moving through thick soup. The beating sun had dried the soil afterward, leaving behind a thick curtain of moisture that choked her with every breath. She focused on her steps, measuring the distance to the shimmering cracked asphalt of the highway ahead. Holy hell, she wouldn’t judge Nan again for avoiding this.

	The best way to get through these summer days was to try to nap until the heat faded. And that’s exactly what Nan and Eli were doing right now. The second they’d fallen asleep, Selene had taken off with a wheelbarrow full of food to sell by the road. Better to ask forgiveness than permission.

	Once she reached the end of the drive, she erected the weather-beaten stand hidden in the brush and quickly unloaded the fresh produce and canned food. The cooler doubled as a chair and gave her a good view of the deserted two-lane road that connected with the highway into downtown.

	Selene’s knee moved up and down of its own volition, and she spun her cuff on her wrist, sliding it over her implant, feeling exposed.

	The police worked for the Corporate Coalition, and Infinitek was its most powerful member. If a cop car decided to turn down this road and saw her selling food illegally… 

	What would she do? She hadn’t thought that far ahead. She’d have to sprint home, hide with Eli, and let Nan explain her way out of this. Selene swallowed, doubt creeping into her veins. Coming down here had been a mistake.

	But… Eli’s only pair of shoes had holes in them. None of this was fair—none of it was his fault. A little flame of anger ignited in her chest, making it tight. If Nan wouldn’t do what needed to be done, then Selene had to.

	A glint of metal appeared in the distance, and she squinted, her pulse picking up.

	Not a cop. She blew out a breath.

	Two cars and an SUV drove toward her, and by way they wavered on the pavement, no way were they being autodriven. It was strange… They were as untethered to the network as Nan’s second gen electric, even though turning off autodrive was also practically illegal these days.

	Definitely untethered. The driver of the first car, an old Goog model, had his hands on the steering wheel.

	Selene didn’t have more time to think about it, it pulled to stop right in front of her stand. She took a quick sip of water from her thermos and stood, her heart beating too fast.

	The other car and SUV, both older Tesla models, but newer than Nan’s, slowed to a stop behind the first.

	A bearded man got out of the driver’s side of the blue Goog, and a slim blond woman stepped out of the first Tesla. An old heavyset man came around from the SUV.

	They congregated behind the vehicles, talking in low voices. One of them pointed back the way they had come. Were they arguing? Selene’s pulse picked up, and she reached for her waistband, wishing, for once, that she had a gun holstered there.

	After a moment, the woman lifted a hand and gave Selene a friendly wave. Selene forced a smile and waved back, relaxing a little. It would be fine. They were just normal folks, like the dozens Nan had sold to in the past. Vacationers, it looked like. They had suitcases in the cars, and a child peeked out from one backseat window, looking at her curiously. What would it be like, just getting in a car and driving anywhere you wanted to? A black lab stuck his head out, his pink tongue lolling to the side.

	We had a dog like that back in Seattle. The memory flitted to the surface before Selene could push it away. The scent of chocolate-flavored coffee permeating the air. Mommy laughing in the front seat, applying her lipstick. Daddy reaching out to grasp her hand across the console, the car driving itself. And Selene, in the backseat, with a yellow dog she’d loved beside her. He’d hung out the window, ears flapping in the wind as they drove, experiencing the kind of high that dogs dream about.

	Her parents had died in that car.

	Selene pressed her lips together, and the memory dissipated. Her whole childhood came and went in pieces—scents and images. Like someone else had lived it. It was as if the night her parents died she’d stepped into a parallel universe—one where the old Selene had never existed.

	The three travelers finally came over to the stand to survey her offerings.

	Selene spun the cuff on her wrist. “Hey folks.”

	The woman murmured a greeting and wiped a hand across her damp forehead. She looked overheated. They all did. Townsfolk were so spoiled by air conditioning. 

	“Where y’all headed today?” Selene asked.

	“Just driving to the coast,” the woman said.

	“Sounds fun.” Selene averted her eyes and straightened the jar closest to her. 

	“How much for the jars?” the woman asked.

	“Ten bits each.” Selene looked back up, so she could gauge the woman’s reaction.

	The woman’s eyes widened, and she exchanged glances with the men.

	Maybe her prices were off. Food prices fluctuated constantly. “But—you know, the more you buy, the more you can save,” Selene said. Dammit. She’d spied on Nan haggling before, and it had sounded a lot smoother than this.

	The woman cleared her throat. “Ten, then. And the fresh produce?”

	“Ten bits’ll get you five peaches or two bunches of collards. And I’ve got a few dozen free-range chicken eggs in the cooler. Twenty bits a dozen.”

	The bearded man pointed to the zucchini. “Are these—are these GM?”

	“No, sir. No genetically modified stuff here. Organic and pure.” Unlike me. Selene forced herself not to touch her cuff again.

	The blond woman reached into her pocket and slapped a silver bitstick onto the stand. “How much for all of it?”

	Selene’s jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

	“All of it. Everything here.” She glanced back at the vehicles. “I think we can make it fit.”

	“Umm… Let me see.” Selene’s pulse raced as she tried to add up the cost.

	All of it? No one had ever bought all of it. Had she heard them right?

	The old man laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “We’re in a hurry. We’ll give you three hundred bits for it.”

	Selene went still, swallowing. They were offering more than what she would have charged them. When was the last time they’d made three hundred bits? Nan would be very quick to forgive once she heard what Selene had made.

	“Well… I’m not sure,” she said, trying to keep the excitement from her voice. Should she try to haggle for more? “I really couldn’t part with it all for less than four hundred and fifty. And that’s with a discount.”

	“Fine. We’ll take it.” The woman activated her bitstick and typed in the amount.

	Selene’s stomach clenched as she removed her own bulky bitstorage card from her pocket. She hesitated for a moment, the knots in her gut pulling harder. Something was off with these people.

	Be happy. Who cares why they want it all? It’s none of your business.

	She tapped her offline card against the woman’s thin networked device, and both blinked, verifying that the amount had been transferred. Selene checked hers. 450.00. Her mouth went dry at the amount. “Great. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I have enough bags—”

	“It’s fine,” the bearded man said. “We’ll load it up.”

	Selene nodded and began stuffing collards into some of the bioplastic bags Nan saved from their rare trips to the market for dry goods.

	“Here, let me help.” The woman said kindly, taking a bag from Selene’s hand. She hurriedly filled it with the loose fruit.

	The two men helped move most of the bags to car, then headed back to the SUV and pulled a cooler from the back. An urgent voice, a girl’s, spoke to them from inside the vehicle.

	Selene worked faster to bag the last of the produce.

	“So you have a farm around here?” the woman asked. “What’s it like around these parts? Good soil?”

	Selene shrugged.

	“I just like to know where our food comes from.” The woman let out an awkward laugh, and Selene realized how rude she was being. These people had just given her a windfall.

	“We just have a small homestead,” Selene answered quietly.

	“A homestead. Your family off-grid then?” The woman gently touched Selene’s arm. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she said, lowering her voice. “They shouldn’t ban you folks from using bits. I admire people who are brave enough to live off the grid. You can take care of yourselves.” The woman’s eyes seemed too bright, and Selene tried to smile back but couldn’t. 

	Eight years of isolation swept over her in a wave. Her rare trips into town had been met with suspicion and judgment. When was the last time a stranger had been kind to her?

	The woman’s brow furrowed at Selene’s expression, and she drew her hand away. Selene turned around, grabbing another bag, her eyes burning. The woman’s soft touch and kind words had shifted something inside her, shattering a wall Selene hadn’t even realized was there. She blinked away tears as she watched the men transfer everything from her cooler to theirs.

	“You know, I lived on a farm, once,” the woman continued. “Just my mother and me. Not off the grid but still lots of hard work when you don’t have enough hands to help you run it.”

	“Tell me about it.” Selene swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I can’t imagine running a farm with two hands. It’s hard enough with our gardens.”

	The woman passed the last bags to the old man. “Thank you again,” she said to Selene. 

	She hurried back to her car as the two men finished loading the other car. The older one rapped on the tinted window of the SUV, and it slid down. A teen girl with long, straight black hair and Asian features grabbed one of the bags from the bearded man and rolled the window back up. Then they were all restarting their cars.

	They’re leaving, see? Everything’s fine. 

	By the time the tail end of their little caravan disappeared around the curve, Selene had her gear packed up in the wheelbarrow and was pushing it home, dust kicking up in her wake. A sudden feeling of doubt niggled at her, but she shoved it aside.

	I did it. I sold food by myself, and nothing bad happened. She started grinning, her chest light, new energy flowing through her. Then she glanced up. 

	Nan was waiting for her at the gate, and she looked livid.
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	Selene kept her head down as she pushed the wheelbarrow toward the front gate. She didn’t meet Nan’s eyes until she had no choice.

	“Do not tell me you were down at that stand,” Nan said, her hands on her hips.

	“I sold some food so we can get supplies in town.” Selene’s words came out in a rush. “Only vacationers saw me, I swear. Nan—they bought everything. I got 450.00 bits.” Selene sucked in a breath to keep defending herself, but she stopped.

	Nan wasn’t even looking at her anymore. She had a hand over her mouth and was staring past Selene. The anger in her eyes had faded, replaced by something else. That look… Worry? Fear? Nan was brave, a fighter, someone who didn’t back down in the face of adversity. Whatever look was on Nan’s face right now… Selene never wanted to see it again.

	“Nan.” Selene let go of the wheelbarrow and went to her, wrapping her in a hug. “It was all fine, okay? They’re gone now. We have bits. Eli needs clothes and a new math book. We can replace the broken pump! Maybe we can get something to plug the roof!”

	Nan let out a rough laugh and held Selene tighter, like she was afraid to let go. “Okay.”

	“Okay… meaning you’re not mad?” Selene asked.

	“Oh, I’m mad.” Nan released her and shook her head. “But… we did need the bits. You did good, girl. I’ll try to get the car started so we can go to town this afternoon.”

	“Thank you!” Selene wrapped her in a hug again, giddy with excitement.

	“But… I think this will be our last trip to town for a little while,” Nan said. “And you have to promise me—next time we need bits, you let me do the selling.”

	Selene hugged Nan tighter. “I promise.”

	 

	One hour later, Selene’s high spirits had dissipated.

	Nan rattled off her latest string of curses as she slammed down the hood of their car. “It’s not going anywhere today. It’ll be a while before I can get it working again.”

	Eli’s face fell, all his excitement from moments before draining from him like water escaping a cracked watering can.

	Selene kicked a pebble with her boot and grabbed his hand. “Then we’ll walk to town.”

	“I think not.”

	“We’ll be fine.”

	Nan ran her hand along the car’s bumper and rubbed her dust-covered fingertips together, frowning.

	“We went alone the last time the car wouldn’t start. It doesn’t get dark until late now. We have more than enough time to get there and back.” Selene pointed to Eli’s beat-up tennis shoes. After this trip, they’d need to go in the trash. “Besides, he really needs new shoes.”

	“You know I don’t like you going alone.”

	Selene dropped Eli’s hand and walked over to Nan. “Please. We’ve done it plenty of times. We’ll be fast. We’ll go to Thrift and come right back. No one will even notice us.”

	“Please, Nan,” Eli said. “You always stay in the car when we drive there anyway.”

	Nan’s face scrunched up. “But I’m right there with you.”

	“Nan, seriously. Nothin’s gonna happen. We’ll come right back. Eli hasn’t left the homestead in months.”

	Eli had been thrilled at the prospect of a trip to town, but the truth was that she needed to get out of here, even if only for a few hours.

	Nan sighed and wiped her hands down her apron. “I don’t like it. If you go, you take a gun.”

	Selene shook her head, remembering the last time she’d walked to town with a gun on her. Too stressful. “We don’t need a gun. I’ll take a knife.”

	“You know that if you go into town without me, you take a gun.” Nan leveled her with the look until Selene nodded in defeat.

	Nan headed for the house, and Selene went after her.

	“What if I get caught?” she said in a low voice.

	Nan grabbed the keys from the hook inside the kitchen and tossed them to Selene. “Now that’s the whole point of bringing the gun, isn’t it? But don’t get caught. You go to Thrift, and you come right back.”

	Selene stopped arguing. The longer she stuck around, the greater the chance Nan might change her mind. Keys in hand, she turned and jogged past the gardens to the shed at the end of the yard. She unlocked the door, stepped into the tiny space, and sneezed. They needed to clean this place out. Ha. Correction: she needed to clean this place out. No one else was gonna do it.

	She grunted as she shoved the heavy toolbox off their trap door. Buried in the earth beneath, lay three gun cases and two locked trunks of ammo. Illegal, but Nan had a supplier. When the ammo ran low, she’d drive off and come back with more. Selene wanted to know where she went, but Nan’s only response was: “The less you know, the better.”

	So hypocritical. Nan insisted Selene watch casts like Scraggle’s so she could learn the “truth” about the world. So why did she always try to shelter Selene from the things she should know, like where to get more ammo if there was ever a crisis… or the truth about the Protecteds being defective?

	Nan seemed to have double standards about a lot of things.

	Selene lifted a gun from the locked case, loaded it, and clipped the holster to the waistband of her jeans. She had to admit, the weight of it on her hip was comforting. But she’d have to tie her jacket around her waist to conceal it, in this heat. Nothing suspicious about that.

	Nan was waiting for Selene on the porch with her windbreaker and backpack. Selene took the bag and peeked inside. A thermos and peaches. “Thanks.”

	“You’re welcome. Be safe.” Nan kissed them both and hugged Selene tight enough to crack a rib.

	“We’ll be back in a few hours,” Selene croaked out, and Nan let her go.

	Selene wrapped the jacket around her waist, slung the bag over her shoulder, and she and Eli set out. By the time they reached the end of the dirt drive, the underarms of her thin t-shirt were soaked through.

	“What’s a quarantine?” Eli asked.

	Selene went cold. What had Eli heard? She tried to act natural and lifted a brow. “Ha! I knew you were listening at Nan’s door this morning. You shouldn’t do that. You’re lucky I’m not gonna tell on you.”

	They turned, wading through the grass at the edge of the highway, and Selene’s stomach churned. Had he heard the part about the Protecteds, too?

	“Sooo… what’s a quarantine?” Eli asked again.

	Selene’s damp hand slid down the strap of her bag. “When people get sick, they have to stay in one spot so they don’t get other people sick.”

	“Sick like Nan gets?”

	“Sometimes sicker. Sometimes they have fevers—they get really hot and sleep a lot, and sometimes they throw up.”

	“Like Nan’s flu that time.”

	“Yeah, like that.” Selene shifted her bag to her other arm. 

	As they trudged toward town, she stayed silent, hoping he wouldn’t ask more questions. She stepped around clusters of wildflowers and tried to concentrate on avoiding ruts in the uneven ground. But all she could think of was Nan, near death.

	A few winters ago, Nan had caught the flu from a family who stopped by the stand. Vaccines and medications weren’t effective against the flu anymore. At least, none that they could afford.

	Selene had lain awake beside Nan’s bed at night, worrying about what would happen if she died. Who would want to hide two Defective kids? Sleep-deprived, she’d hallucinated the hum of engines, imagined Infinitek troops breaking down the door to arrest them all and take Selene and Eli to a camp. Nan was in her seventies now. Healthy, but she’d seemed healthy before catching that flu, too.

	“Were Mom and Dad ever quarantined?” Eli piped up. No hint of emotion in his voice, just curiosity.

	“I have no idea.” Selene said tightly. 

	Maybe it was a blessing Eli had no memory of their parents. Selene had memory cubes full of family footage, but the holo gear died almost as soon as they got to Georgia. Now those memories were buried at the bottom of her trunk. Where they belonged.

	“Well, did our parents ever get sick?”

	“Why you asking all these questions, buddy?”

	“I just… I don’t want you or Nan to get sick.”

	Selene bit her lip and stopped walking. She knelt down until she could meet his green eyes. “I’m not gonna lie and say Nan won’t ever get sick again, but you know we won’t. Okay? We’re strong. We can’t get sick.”

	Eli shifted from foot to foot. “Why can’t Nan be like us?”

	Selene cleared her throat. “’Cause… we’re special. We were born this way, but she wasn’t. We’re different.”

	“You mean… because we’re Protected?” Eli asked.

	“Shh,” Selene pressed her palm to his cheek. How much had he overhead? “Don’t use that word.”

	Eli furrowed his brow. “But if that’s what it’s called—”

	“We don’t say it. It’s our little secret. Now and forever.”

	Eli didn’t look convinced, and Selene found herself wanting to ease the worry she could feel emanating from him. So she began parroting what Nan used to tell her. Lies. “Almost everyone else gets sick. And when they find out that we don’t, it makes them feel bad. It makes them wish they were special like us. And we don’t want to make them feel bad, right? That’s why we keep to ourselves. That’s why we don’t tell anyone we’re Protected. It could make some people very upset. Do you understand?”

	“I don’t want to make anyone feel bad.”

	“Good. Me neither. So let’s keep it a secret.”

	“Okay.”

	“Promise?”

	“Yeah.”

	Selene stood, taking his hand, and they continued their long walk through the heat, trudging toward town.

	Lying to Eli made her nauseous. But it was better than telling him the rest. He would change when he knew the whole truth. And she didn’t want him feeling what she felt every day damn day.

	Trapped and afraid.

	And too defective to do anything about it.

	Maybe Nan wasn’t the only one with double standards.

	Selene squeezed Eli’s hand lightly, her throat thickening as she remembered her words to Nan earlier. How could she have thought, for even one second, that she’d be relieved for Infinitek to find her? If they found her, they’d also find Eli. She might feel trapped and afraid because of the truth about them, but it would be nothing compared to Infinitek taking them both away from Nan and imprisoning them in a Protected District.

	The best outcome she could hope for was to remain hidden until someday in the future when maybe Protecteds would be free again.
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	Bas didn’t believe in God.

	Enlightened, intelligent humans were the only higher power. The saviors of humanity would be visionary men and women who reached for more, who subverted the system from the inside in order to change the world. 

	Determination, diligence, and dedication were the holy trinity that would save humanity. God had nothing to do with it. So why was Bas’s brain looping on God right now?

	He never expected a mission to be flawless, but it was too early for things to have gone this wrong.

	Bas shook himself and wiped a gloved hand over the stubble on his face, trying to ignore his own body and looping brain. But every aching muscle screamed at him as he continued his patrol through the muggy forest, and each slight movement caused his fatigues to stick to him, triggering goose bumps along his sweat-soaked skin. 

	Rory was resting with Nova while she worked on fixing their busted transmitter, but Lex had gone ahead to scout nearly an hour ago.

	Too long. A holovid flickered on in his mind, and he witnessed the Pandemic Control soldiers finding her and Lex slipping the poisonous film from her fatigues, dropping it on her tongue so they couldn’t torture anything out of her. They’d toss her boyish, childlike body in a ditch. Her Path would end before it had even really begun.

	Stop. The amphetamines and lack of sleep were making Bas paranoid, because he couldn’t shake the morbid feeling that this would be his last mission… that he should be dead already and the only explanation for why he’d survived was that something or someone was looking out for him. He hadn’t come that close to dying since… It had been a long time.

	None of them should have made it out of that burning forest alive. Yet somehow, after hours of running and nearly getting trapped as the flames closed in… they’d escaped. 

	But making it across the quarantine line and into Georgia alive was only the first obstacle of many.

	As he finished his arc through the silent woods, his ears perked. Was that a low hum?

	His muscles tightened as he glanced up at the blue sky. 

	Still empty. Remnants of an earlier storm dripped through the canopy, and a drop splashed his bare face. 

	X might assume they’d failed when Val never returned with the hover and Nova never sent the first scheduled transmission. The Pandemic Control hovers had chased them off course, but at least they’d lost the bastards. As soon as Lex returned, this mission would be on track again.

	Bas kept his gun ready, staying low as he completed his perimeter sweep and reached an area of dense foliage where they’d made camp—this was also the place where the green undergrowth turned brown. Just ahead, the plants were half-dead in strange, withered clumps, wet from the earlier storm, rotting where they stood. It looked like some kind of blight… These plants weren’t dying from drought… Bas’s vision blurred. He didn’t have the time or mental clarity to waste on diseased vegetation.

	He needed another stim. Now. He turned and pushed back into the thicket. 

	Nova and Rory both had their guns out and on him as he reached their hiding spot.

	“It’s all clear,” Bas said quietly. “I just need another stim.”

	Rory holstered his gun and tossed Bas a dose of amphetamine from the medkit. Bas swallowed it with a quick swig from his canteen.

	Bullets had shattered the transmitter’s casing, and Nova was still working on it, a scowl on her face. Her black hair had fallen out of her ponytail, and it hung in her eye as she shined her flashlight on the loose parts arrayed in front of her.

	“That thing’s in more pieces than when I left,” Bas said, keeping his voice low. “How long?”

	Nova blew the hair out of her face. “Go ahead and ask me one more time.”

	“Work faster. Then I won’t have to.”

	“Bas,” Rory said. “You eat?”

	Bas forced himself to unclench his jaw. He’d been grinding his teeth from the stims. “No. I need to do another sweep.”

	“When Lex gets back, we all need to be ready,” Rory replied. “Eat. I can stand watch.”

	Rory looked even more exhausted than Bas felt. His red-blond hair was dirty and matted in places, his freckled face was smeared with soot, and the wound on his head had scabbed over. He’d been in the middle of changing the bloodied bandage on his arm when Bas had come back. At least he’d heal quickly—another Protected perk.

	“Your head feel better?” Bas asked.

	“No more damaged than usual.” Rory tried to grin but grimaced as the wound moved. He tore away the rest of his bandage, exposing the gunshot wound on his right arm. “At least it went straight through. Thought I was done for when I went down.”

	“Couldn’t leave ya there,” Bas said gruffly. “Who’d save my ass the next time?”

	“Good point.” 

	Bas watched the trees with his gun raised, wishing the pill would kick in already. His gaze darted to the exposed tattoo on Rory’s wrist: the symbol of Haven—a five-pointed star. It covered up an older scar—a raised infinity-symbol shape left by the machine they’d had to use to safely remove his Protected disc. 

	Rage stirred in his blood for a half second before he calmed that shit down and shoved it back into the box where it belonged. What the hell was wrong with him today, remembering all the things he’d resolutely put behind him? As X always said, “Every second spent focusing on the past is a moment stolen from the fight for a better future.” 

	Rory started rifling through the medkit with his other hand and nearly spilled it.

	“What do you need?” Bas asked, stooping to help.

	“Uh, I’m kind of a pro at field medicine,” Rory raised his brows at Bas and pulled the medkit closer. “I got this. Plus, there’s the fact that I don’t accept help from shrinks. Especially fake shrinks.”

	“Hmm.” Bas waved a finger in front of Rory’s eyes. “He exhibits paranoid delusions. The head injury suggests a possible concussion.”

	Rory batted his hand away with a growl. “You’re fired.”

	“Can’t.” Bas said, turning away again to scan the woods. “I quit.”

	“For fuck’s sake.” Nova ripped a wire from the transmitter. “Can you two shut up, so I can focus?”

	Bas’s stim began to work. His mind cleared, everything around him coming into focus as a sense of calm flowed through him. He raised his weapon, watching and listening for any sign of Coalition troops… but hoping to catch sight of Lex.

	His “fake shrink” gig had been part of his last big mission eleven months ago. At a secret Protected research facility in New York, Bas had posed as Michael Monroe, an entry-level psychologist with barely believable security clearances. X had gone through hell lining that up, but he’d had confidence Bas could pull off the job. And he had. He’d stolen, then deleted, an enormous amount of Infinitek’s Protected research, including every back-up. 

	What he hadn’t planned on was Lex. He’d rescued her against protocol, compelled by some kind of… gut instinct. He didn’t have another explanation for why he would do something that reckless. Bas must have sensed something important and strong in her, plain and simple. 

	As a test subject, Lex had endured things no human should have to endure, yet she’d done it without losing her mind. Bas had risked the mission to free her, but he never expected her to attack Oliver Dalton, the lead Protected researcher, as revenge for the way she’d been tortured. The New York Protected District was closed down right after Bas’s infiltration, and Xavier had really let him have it, in private. 

	Bas had helped Lex recover and turned her into a valuable member of the team—one of the best scouts they had. She’d grown up in rural Georgia… she’d be in her element here.

	So where the hell was she?

	Rory leapt to his feet, bandage changed, and waved an MRE at Bas. “Haven’s finest.” He dropped it on top of Bas’s pack and headed out to do a sweep.

	Bas reluctantly holstered his gun, and his muscles complained as he sank to the ground. Haven’s finest tasted like cardboard seasoned with salt, and he bolted it down.

	Nova let out a quiet string of curses, ripping another wire from the transmitter and squinting at it. Bas’s teeth started grinding again without his permission, and he shot to his feet.

	His stim and meal had charged him up, easing his aches and bringing everything into focus. He needed to act. Not be stuck sitting here waiting.

	“Vasquez,” he said softly, walking over to her, “you said an hour, tops.”

	“It got shot through.” Nova bit her full lower lip and scrunched up her face as she violently ripped another wire from the handheld transmitter. She dropped it onto a sheet of plastic with the other parts. “I said I’d try to fix it. I didn’t say it was possible.”

	“We have no idea what kind of shape Jeremiah will be in when we find him,” Bas said. “We need to comm Haven to set up an extraction point.”

	“No shit, Sherlock.”

	Sherlock? Nova was a great tech, but maybe if she spent more time working on her skills and less time in Haven’s archives, she’d have the transmitter fixed by now. “If you can’t do this, now is the time to tell me.”

	Nova jumped up and crossed the short distance to her pack. She took a drink from her canteen, not looking at him. 

	Bas followed her, his jaw tight. “You can fix it. Right?” He grabbed her arm, forcing her to turn toward him.

	Nova looked up at him with defiant brown eyes. “Don’t fuckin’ touch me.” She ripped her forearm from his grasp and shoved him away, eyes blazing.

	Bas’s heart hammered his ribcage unevenly as he stared her down. Just palpitations from the stims. She was still the same stubborn kid she’d been when they found her four years ago. Bas and Rory had been twenty, then, out on a patrol. 

	She’d lurched onto the dirt road, half-dead from hunger, wielding a knife at them. “Gimme your food, and maybe I let you live.” Famous first words for a fourteen-year-old kid with two guns pointed at her head.

	Rory had been the one to talk her down. Good thing. Bas probably would have shot her on sight.

	“Can you fix the transmitter or not?” Bas asked, drawing the words out.

	“Val…” Nova sucked in a breath and looked away.

	Bas took a deep breath and repeated what he’d told the entire team earlier, when they’d first made camp. “Valerie walked the path and died well, doing exactly what she was meant to. We need to focus on our mission. We can celebrate her life and her sacrifice once we’re back at Haven.” 

	“I know. That’s not…” Nova shrugged out of his grasp. “Val sacrificed herself and our transport out of here! Even if I get the transmitter working, how’s Haven supposed to get another hover in here to extract us? The Coalition knows we’re here. If—”

	“No.” Bas shook his head, cutting her off. “Xavier will send another hover, and they’ll make it in. He won’t leave us here, and we will make it back over the line with Jeremiah. You just worry about fixing that transmitter.”

	Nova pressed her lips together, brow furrowed, and Bas watched her carefully.

	“Take another stim,” he said. “And a half dose of grimp to get yourself under control. Your emotions are affecting your ability to do your job.”

	“I never knew you were such an expert on feelings.” Her eyes widened, too bright, and she cocked her head to the side. “Do you have any more advice for how I can better control mine?”

	Bas opened his mouth to insist she take the grimp, but an odd half-smile suddenly curved on her lips, and she looked back at the transmitter. 

	“Actually, I don’t think I can fix it,” she said in a rush, her smile turning into an outright grin. “Bas—”

	“And you’re smiling, why?” His jaw tightened. “Failure isn’t an option. What do you need?”

	“Oh, I don’t know.” Nova narrowed her eyes. “A time-traveling toolbox full of specialized gear from a hundred years ago?”

	Bas wiped a hand down his face, trying to think.

	“Bas, just listen to me—”

	He held up a hand as a distant sound reached his ears. “Wait.” 

	Nova pushed his raised hand down. “I’m trying to tell you—”

	“Shut up.” 

	Bas grabbed Nova’s sleeve, twisting the fabric, and her deep brown eyes glanced up through the trees.

	A low hum.

	And this time it wasn’t a hallucination.

	The Coalition had found them.
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	The hum intensified, so loud Bas could feel the vibrations buzzing in the air.

	Aircraft. Not one. A lot of them, moving fast. 

	Too many, too close to outrun.

	Bas wrapped an arm around Nova and shoved them both up against the nearest tree. The wind picked up, and the hum quickly grew to a deafening roar.

	Adrenaline surged through him as he glanced around for a better hiding spot. He pulled her down low and dove to the right, dragging her beneath a thick, leafy plant.

	Side by side, they stared up through the leaves. The fir trees high above rocked in the artificial breeze, and the wind whipped strands of Nova’s dark hair into Bas’s eyes. He reflexively wrapped his arms around her, clutching her to his chest, his muscles tight. His heart pounded unevenly, threatening to burst from his chest. Or maybe it was Nova’s heart, beating out of sync with his.

	Darkness blotted out the sun—and Bas’s eyes adjusted as he sought the cause.

	A sleek black Pandemic Control hover had appeared directly overhead. 

	Another followed behind it.

	Then another.

	Oblong silver ships—Medicports—coasted into view after them, blocking out even more of the sky. The Coalition gunships were escorting transports filled with Pandemic Control supplies and personnel.

	There would be no escaping this fleet if one of those pilots noticed them down here.

	Drops of rain shook loose from the foliage, falling on them, and Nova huddled even closer to Bas. The hair on his arms rose, and he ran his hand down Nova’s back protectively. He took shallow breaths, willing the brush to keep them hidden.

	They’re not here for us. Bas focused on what the enemy was doing. This convoy was flying northwest. Why? Something big was happening if it required this many transports heading to the same spot.

	Nova dug her nails into his back, her full lips slightly parted, brown eyes too bright. The danger, the adrenaline, and stims all worked together to make Bas suddenly hyperaware of every sensation. The dull roar filling his ears, sharp roots digging into his side, the warmth emanating from Nova’s slim, strong body… and the way his skin had heated up, his chest tingling where her breasts crushed against him.

	Bas shifted with discomfort and pushed down the unwelcome thought, focusing on the fleet above. Any minute, they could be seen—bullets would shower down on them, and this time, they wouldn’t escape.

	His heart beat even faster, awareness of imminent death only intensifying his awareness of Nova. They could die, right now, which was why his body felt so alive. 

	The convoy seemed to be never-ending. When the last hover crossed the sky, and the roar faded to a distant hum, Bas got his hearing back—his own heavy breaths mingled with Nova’s shorter, quick breaths. 

	He swallowed, letting her go. “We gotta move.”

	They crawled back out from under the bush, and Nova sat up against the tree, her face flushed. She had a wide smudge of soot on her cheek, and without thinking, he pulled off one of his gloves to wipe it away.

	She went still as he ran his thumb along her warm skin, following her jaw line. Her brown eyes softened. Bas’s efforts just smudged the soot further. His thumb came to rest on her chin, and his pulse thrummed again, the danger from a minute ago still charging through him, throwing him off. Nova was family, like a sister to him, whether they shared genes or not. He shouldn’t be touching her like this at all… she’d get the wrong idea again. But he couldn’t seem to stop.

	She licked her lips. “What I was trying to tell you earlier… Haven—”

	“You don’t need to worry,” Bas murmured. “I’ll get us out of here.”

	Her eyes narrowed, and she let out an abrupt laugh, twisting away from his touch and bounding to her feet. “Isn’t that my line? I’ll get us out of here when I comm Haven. And if you’d stop interrupting me, you’d know how I’m gonna do that.” She shook out her long, wind-blown hair, then tied it up neatly. 

	Bas flexed his fingers and slid his glove back on. “So what’s your plan?” he asked, his voice too harsh.

	“It doesn’t matter that our transmitter is busted,” Nova replied, “because Jeremiah sent coordinates.” She widened her eyes and spoke like she thought he was slow. “Which… means… Jeremiah… has… a… transmitter. Or at least has some way to get a message to Haven. We find him, we find a way to comm Haven.” She gave Bas an exaggerated wink. “See? Problem solved. You’re welcome.”

	Something cracked in the brush across from them, and Bas had his gun out instantly, aimed in that direction. 

	Lex emerged, short hair stuck up on one side, deep hollows beneath her eyes, clutching her abdomen. Rory trailed in after her, his six foot one towering over her five two. Lex’s childlike features twitched as she glanced behind Bas, at Nova. Nova was staring at her with open dislike.

	Bas lowered his gun, relief surging through him. Lex was back, and Nova was right. Against protocol or not, Haven would have to keep waiting for a message. As soon as they found Jeremiah, they’d find a way to comm home. This mission was back on track.

	“You were gone too long.” He walked over to Lex. “What happened?”

	Before she could answer, her face creased with pain, and she doubled over, hand still on her stomach. She sank to the ground, her face even paler than before. Rory went for his medkit, but Bas beat him to it. He grabbed a painmod out of it and jabbed it into Lex’s thigh.

	“Thanks,” she whispered.

	Bas let out a breath, tamping down a flicker of anger at what Infinitek had done to Lex. “What happened out there?”

	“One… sec.” Lex blinked slowly as the painmod hit her, and she sank against Bas’s pack.

	“She got here right before that convoy came through,” Rory said. “She said there are fields ahead… and that she went all the way to Jeremiah’s coordinates.”

	“You weren’t supposed to go that far,” Bas said to Lex.

	Lex’s eyes flicked back open, but she stared past him, as if at nothing. “I heard so many trucks.” Her voice came out raspy, but she spoke in a measured tone, each word carefully chosen. “The Coalition was out there, moving something. Or a lot of things. But when I got to the end of the field, they were gone. They left behind a transport and six soldiers. Jeremiah’s coordinates are in the middle of a dead quin field, and he’s not there. But right beside it, there’s a barn. And the Pandemic Control soldiers are guarding it.”

	The Coalition was sitting right on top of Jeremiah’s last known position. Bas’s mouth went dry. “Did you see what they’re guarding? What’s inside the barn?”

	Lex pawed at Rory’s medkit without answering and swiped a stim from it. She dropped it onto her tongue and chewed it with her mouth open. Her eyes flicked from Bas to Nova again, then back to Bas. She took a long, slow drink from Bas’s canteen, then twisted it in her grasp, staring down at the Protected implant peeking out from her sleeve—the silicone disc Bas hadn’t had time to remove when they’d escaped the New York facility. 

	“Lex,” Bas said, growing impatient. “Tell us what’s in the barn.”

	“What’s inside anything the Coalition touches?” Lex asked quietly. “Something bad… Something ugly and broken.”

	Nova groaned. “She doesn’t know.”

	Lex took another sip of Bas’s canteen. “I waited. But they didn’t open the doors. So I came back.”

	Rory and Nova exchanged a worried look, and Bas’s chest went tight.

	“This doesn’t mean Pandemic Control has Jeremiah,” Bas said. “All it means is that he was here ten hours ago. He would have moved if he saw them coming… He could still be nearby. Gear up. We’re leaving.”

	They readied their gear quickly and silently, and Lex led the group, showing them the path she’d taken out of the woods while scouting.

	As they walked, the patches of dead foliage seemed to spread, until half of the growth was brown. Plants that had already fallen lay rotting in a thick mat on the forest floor, soaked from the earlier rain.

	Nova cursed from behind Bas, and he turned. Her boot had gotten stuck in a tangle of the rotting debris. She grabbed Bas’s extended hand to pull herself out of it, bringing some of it with her. “Fucking nature.” 

	“Got a problem, Pocahontas?” Rory asked, his dark blue eyes twinkling with amusement.

	“Eat me.” Nova ripped the plant matter from her boot and held it up. The thin roots looked like they were in an advanced state of decay, covered in slime. “Does this look like any kind of drought you guys have ever seen?”

	“This isn’t the worst of it,” Lex said evenly. 

	“Not our problem,” Bas said through gritted teeth. “Keep moving.”

	By the time they reached the edge of the woods, they saw what Lex had meant.

	Just outside the edge of the forest, everything was dead.

	Beyond the tree line—for as far as Bas could see across the sloping open ground—there were fields. Fields of brown, desiccated crops. The nearest field contained a quin crop with dry stalks that had to be eight feet tall. 

	There were no signs of any people, no signs of hovers in the sky, none of the usual sounds of life found in nature.

	In the distance, the tall quin stalks rustled as a light breeze moved through, filling the eerie silence.

	“What caused this?” Nova whispered.

	Bas shook his head, scanning the field and sky again for any sign of the enemy. All that mattered was finding Jeremiah and extracting him from this shitshow. Whatever the truth was about these plants and the quarantine, he should know, considering he’d been down here so long. But why had he come down here?

	X hadn’t given Bas many details about Jeremiah’s mission, and Bas hadn’t pressed. Haven was a safe place—a refuge—because so few people knew everything about it. And that included details about the many missions X ran. Asking questions wasn’t Bas’s job. Completing missions was.

	“The plants aren’t our problem,” Bas said gruffly, breaking through the tense silence. “We find Jeremiah, we get his transmitter, and we get the fuck out of here.”

	Lex jutted her chin toward the field. “The barn is a mile that way.”

	Rory pulled out the stims and handed them each a fresh dose. 

	Bas swallowed his and gestured toward Lex. “Take us there.”
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	The relentless heat faded as the afternoon wore on, but Selene felt no relief. Her anxiety had grown with every step toward downtown, until all her thoughts were too slippery to hold onto. When they rounded the last bend, her skin prickled. She lurched forward to grab Eli.

	“Wow.” His voice rose. “I’ve never seen so many cars!”

	A half-mile ahead, the road they were on connected with the main highway and the street that led into town. One after another, cars turned off the highway and headed toward downtown Telmont in straight, even lines.

	Everyone in the county had to be here today to form this kind of traffic. Selene fought the urge to turn around. They hadn’t walked all this way just to go home empty-handed. Besides, whatever this was, it likely had nothing to do with the Thrift store.

	“Keep walking, and don’t stare.” She let go of Eli to put on her jacket, zipping it up to better conceal her gun.

	Soon they reached the place where the wilderness ended and sidewalks and anemic trees began. It smelled different here, like civilization had stripped away all life, leaving behind only a sea of asphalt to bake and crack in the hot sun. Selene kept her head down, trying to ignore the cars filing past on autodrive.

	A hazy memory rose in her mind. A view from inside a tall building, rain trickling down a glass windowpane. Lots of cars on a highway below, not moving. But that had been in the city. Seattle? The image faded away, and Selene was glad. There was only pain in the past—not worth thinking about.

	The first building at the edge of downtown was the holo station that reported local news and acted as a relay for the national feed. The two-story metal and glass structure was much newer than other buildings in town. It was set far back from the road, only a few cars and a van in the empty parking lot. At the gated entrance, a metallic 3D cube rotated in the windless sky above the word Calliope6.

	Selene’s stomach turned like it always did when she saw it, but Nan wasn’t worried. The international media corporation was part of the Corporate Coalition, but they hardly had a presence here. And they didn’t hunt Protecteds like Infinitek did.

	She grabbed Eli’s hand and pulled him along faster, toward the large shopping center ahead.

	Signs flickered beneath awnings as holographic images cycled through the latest sales. Cars were parked in front of the bitbank, the autoshop, and the thrift store. But the overwhelming surge of traffic was headed to one place: the market.

	What the hell is going on? 

	Nan said the police station was at the other end of town, before the hospital. Not that Selene had ever gone that far. Her heart raced as she scanned the cars coming from that direction. A black car with a silver Coalition logo on the door had just turned into the parking lot. Cops.

	Eli tried to wriggle out of her grasp. “You’re hurting my hand.”

	“Sorry.” She let go, her mouth suddenly tasting like dust. Scraggle hadn’t said anything about this on his cast. But the real newsfeed ran inside the market. She didn’t have to wait for Scraggle’s cast… She could find out for herself what was going on.

	“What are we—?”

	“I—I think we need to stop by the market first.”

	“But Nan said only Thrift.”

	“We’ll be quick.”

	“Let’s just go to Thrift like Nan said.” Eli’s voice trembled.

	“It’ll be okay.” She started walking, pulling him along. “Nan will want to know what’s happening—why all these people are here.”

	The market looked packed, but they’d be fine… as long as she avoided that cop car. They skirted the crowded parking lot, where lines of cars waited for spots, and joined the crowd filing through the market entrance. Selene tried not to stare at the group in front of her with their form-fitting, temperature-controlled clothing.

	As the line moved, she made out the message on the holo sign above the entryway. New shipment expected Wednesday.

	What? Why would they be announcing that? What did it matter? The crowd moved forward again, and Selene accidently brushed against one of the women ahead of her. The brunette whirled and pulled away, scowling as she noticed Selene’s clothes, saw the holes in Eli’s tennis shoes. Her nose wrinkled with distaste.

	Selene’s cheeks grew hot. She knew what they looked like. Fucking homeless. Maybe even malnourished in this crowd of overweight snobs, well fed on processed crap.

	The woman took another step away, edging closer to the man she was with. As if she thought Selene carried a plague. Ha. If only she knew what they really were. 

	What did Selene need fancy weather-adjusting clothing for, anyway? Ridiculous. These people were corporate slaves, in debt ‘til death, working to buy things they didn’t need. That’s what Nan said. She said none of these people really owned anything. Not their houses, not their cars, probably didn’t even really own their clothes. At least she and Eli owned what they wore and had full bellies from what they grew.

	Selene ground her teeth, her anger warring with shame. Eli was staring at the woman, and when he looked up at Selene with open hurt on his face, something inside her twisted. She pretended to stumble, knocking the rude woman into the people ahead of her. The woman looked back, eyes flashing with anger.

	“Watch where you’re walkin’, lady.” Selene enunciated each of the words to increase their effectiveness.

	The woman blinked and shrank away, and the man beside her wrapped an arm around her.

	Eli tugged on Selene’s sleeve, pointing at the cop standing next to the doors… staring right at Selene.

	Selene’s eyes dropped to the Coalition symbol on his breast pocket, then to the ground. Shit.

	Would he see the bulge beneath her jacket, guess what it was? The gun suddenly felt heavy on her hip, bulky and obvious to anyone who looked.

	Selene’s mouth went completely dry, and she didn’t breathe as they inched past.

	Please don’t stop us. 

	Please.

	I promise I’ll never draw attention to myself ever again. 

	Somehow, amazingly, the cop didn’t stop them.

	Then they were inside.

	The full force of the unnaturally cold air hit Selene, making her stomach lurch. Checkout lines extended down the aisles.

	Aisles of near-empty shelves.

	She pulled Eli through the crowd, away from the scanners, and hurried down the nearest aisle. Only a few jugs of water and packaged drinks remained on the rows of metal shelves.

	“Nan said to keep to ourselves.”

	“We are.”

	“You shouldn’t have pushed that woman.”

	“What? You gonna tattle to Nan?”

	“No.”

	Two customers in front of them broke into an argument over a container of synthetic breast milk. Bile crept up Selene’s throat as the customers’ voices rose, and she pushed past them, shielding Eli.

	Eli held on tight as Selene pressed on, weaving around tense shoppers until she reached the pharmacy at the back of the store.

	Two public holo screens hung next to the pharmacy sign, meant to entertain shoppers while they waited. A crowd of people, most of them very old, stood in line at the pharmacy. None of them seemed fazed by the chaos around them—most were paying rapt attention to the cast. Eli wiggled out of her grasp and began reading through a tech module display. 

	Telmont’s own local news channel was on the main display. A young, very tan man spoke, and an image of a red carpet hovered beside him on the screen. “The CC Entertainment Awards will take place in Seattle in just a few days. Several key figures in the Coalition are expected to appear to award and honor United North America’s most talented entertainers. Tune in right here for complete coverage. But don’t forget to upgrade your holo gear. With Calliope6’s new VRx2000 immersion module, you won’t believe you’re watching from home.”

	Selene couldn’t believe this was on the news. She forced her gaping mouth shut and heard her jaw click. Why the hell was this guy reporting on an awards show when the market in his own town had no food? And how come no one else in line seemed to notice how crazy that was?

	She dropped her gaze to the smaller holo screen below, quickly scanning it for answers. Community announcements cycled across it, but none mentioned a food shortage.

	If you see any of these criminals, please report to your local law enforcement agency immediately. Practice extreme caution. They are armed and dangerous.

	Pictures of the criminals appeared for a moment and then vanished into the next announcement.

	Selene blinked, and her stomach hollowed out. There had been three images. Three wanted criminals.

	An old heavyset man. A middle-aged man with a beard. And a slim woman with blond hair.

	The travelers who had bought everything from Selene’s stand.

	Criminals.

	Selene’s pulse quickened, and racing thoughts flooded her mind, clouding it.

	“In other news,” the news caster droned on, “Infinitek has released a statement that their colony fleet is as much as ten years ahead of schedule. A representative from the company said the corporation is ‘confident they will begin accepting passenger applications by fall.’”

	The sounds around Selene faded as she replayed her interaction with the travelers in her mind. They had broken the law when they bought Selene’s food… but… no one had seen them. And armed and dangerous? No. That wasn’t possible. Was it? There had to be a mix up in the feed.

	Or a mix-up in my brain. She shook her head, numb, and stared at the feed, willing the images to reappear. Messages cycled across the screen, but none warned of the armed criminals again.

	She’d somehow imagined their faces. Maybe she didn’t even remember their features right… she’d been so nervous when they stopped, and even now, she was having trouble recalling exactly what they’d looked like. The heat and the crowd had finally gotten to her, and her anxiety over the mob and the food shortage was making her see things that weren’t there.

	The words Corporate Coalition Statement ran along the bottom of the main screen, and Selene took a deep breath. Eli was still reading the description on every module on the spinning rack with intense interest. Selene forced herself to focus on the newscaster. 

	“Certain regions of Alabama, Florida, and South Georgia are currently facing a mild flu outbreak,” the anchor said. “The Department of Pandemic Control has instituted a quarantine as a safety precaution only, as the illness is not fatal. However, MetaTransport reports that it has been forced to reroute some shipments, which could result in local deliveries being temporarily delayed.” 

	“Guess we should stock up,” said a low, deep voice from beside Selene.

	Her heart stopped, and she barely breathed as she turned toward the source of the comment. The boy beside her looked like he’d come straight from Eli’s Norse mythology book. A modern-day Viking, broad shoulders with white-blond hair and pale blue eyes. She had to look up to see him, since he stood a good foot taller than her. 

	If her heart had been beating quickly before, it was nothing compared to the way it threatened to hammer out of her chest now. She broke eye contact, and unfortunately, her gaze settled on the curve of his chest, visible through his form-fitting shirt. Was he even talking to me?

	She finally remembered to breathe and snuck another peek at him. He was staring at her, his eyes glinting with amusement.

	“Umm…” Heat flooded her face and radiated through her entire body. Had she met him somewhere before?

	Viking Boy gestured at the holo screens. “I know you don’t believe that.”

	“Believe what?” She couldn’t even think straight, let alone remember what he was talking about. No way I’d forget meeting him.

	He gave her a considering look, then shook his head slightly, like he’d been meaning to say one thing but changed his mind. “It’s gonna get ugly in here soon. Not staying, are you?”

	“Why do you care?” Selene took a step back, her brain working again.

	Mystery boy shrugged and stepped closer to her, erasing the distance she’d created. “You just look like a survivor, that’s all,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Not like someone who’d be caught in a place like this right before things got bad.”

	Selene bit her lip. The boy’s eyes had tiny flecks of deep blue in them and a solid ring of light blue that spiraled around his left iris and disappeared into his pupil. “Yeah? And what would you know about surviving?”

	“Everything.”

	Selene took in the pristine backpack he had over one shoulder, his fancy weather-adjusting shirt, and his new jeans and shiny boots. She scoffed. “Right.”

	“What? Don’t trust what I’m telling you?”

	“I’m pretty sure I don’t know you.”

	“I’m Anders.” The boy smirked and leaned closer. “And you could get to know me.”

	Selene crossed her arms over her chest and tried to ignore the fluttering going on in her stomach. “And why would I want to do that?”

	“I’m a good person to know in an emergency.” He glanced back at the aisles. “And we should probably get out of here before this market turns into one.”

	Eli tugged at her sleeve. “Selene.”

	“Well, I don’t know about you, but we are leaving now.” Selene grabbed Eli’s hand and dragged him toward the exit. As she fled, the heat in her body dissipated, and her shoulders sagged with the relief of getting away from Anders. She tucked a loose curl into her headband, and it took everything she had not to look back, to see if he was staring at her or coming after them.

	The lines now extended down the aisles, almost to the back of the store, and the air sparked with nervous energy and heated conversations. The decibel level in the market was increasing by the minute. Like a skillet of hot oil, the scene only looked still on the surface. All it would take was one more drop of bad news, one argument escalating into violence, and they’d all get burned. 
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	Selene and Eli stepped outside into the sticky heat, and she suddenly couldn’t stand the damp feel of her clothes on her skin or the way her windbreaker suffocated her.

	The moment they hit the end of the market parking lot and were well out of sight of the cop by the door, she unzipped her jacket and tied it around her waist again. 

	“Okay, buddy. A quick stop at Thrift, and we’re going home.”

	“Who was that guy?”

	“I have no idea.”

	“What did he mean… ‘it’s about to get bad’?”

	“I don’t know. Who cares?” Selene said tightly.

	Eli stared down at his shoes.

	“I’m sorry. That guy was weird, okay? Let’s just get what we need and go home.”

	Eli sniffed but wouldn’t look at her. She ignored the sinking feeling in her stomach and led him across the grass divider to the next stretch of the shopping center. Above the third door, the holo sign flickered, in need of repair. Penn’s Thrift Store.

	A bell tinkled as she pushed open the door, and the peculiar scent of used and discarded clothes, probably treated with some chemical, rushed out to greet them.

	Eli pulled away from her, practically running for the books.

	She’d never seen so many people in here at once. Mr. Penn, gray-haired and overweight, sat behind his glass counter, checking out customers using first generation holo gear.

	Selene froze at the sight of the bulky device. It looked like a pair of oversized sunglasses with exposed wiring and a plastic earpiece attached. First gen holo gear was the technology that had changed what ‘virtual reality’ meant. Tech Selene’s father and his team at Infinitek had invented. 

	A hazy memory fought to the surface of her mind and came into focus. Her father, holding the first-gen glasses, pacing across the living room in their apartment. He’d spoken too fast, his face animated, alive. She’d been on the couch, enthralled by his words, happy that, for once, he was home instead of at work. 

	Finally, he’d stopped pacing and knelt in front of her with the holo gear, his green eyes bright. 

	“What are our brains like, Selene?”

	“Computers.”

	“Yes.” He gently tapped her temple. “Your mind runs on the commands you feed it.”

	He settled the heavy gear over her eyes and adjusted it, holding it in place, and his voice grew soft. “With this, our minds can experience anything. Even the places that no longer exist.”

	He’d turned the glasses on, and Selene had gasped as the living room became a vibrant tropical rainforest.

	Selene shook herself, desperately searching for a new thought to grab onto.

	Mr. Penn was gesturing, and his reflective lenses cleared. He handed a bitstick back to a customer and frowned at Selene, eyeing her backpack. She turned heel and headed for the books, but she could feel Penn’s stare burning into her as she disappeared behind the tall shelves. Jerk. At least this time he was too busy to follow them around. The only thief in this building was him, with his overpriced junk. She would never, ever stoop to stealing.

	Eli was sitting on the floor, paging through a book. The books here were all of the ancient, tattered, dead tree variety, but the stories they told and the lessons they taught were mostly the same ones still taught on the holo gear in schools. Well, except for modern history books. Those were impossible to find. Nan said that during the CC Digital Media Transition, the Coalition had confiscated most of the books published before 2037.

	Selene leaned in, running her fingers along each spine, past early readers and outdated geography. And the thick books filled with fiction… well, those weren’t a luxury they could afford right now. Selene had finished high school concepts four years ago, and she’d had to trade in her books for bits to buy dry goods. Eli needed a more challenging math book, but the only one she found was for eighth graders. Better than nothing. 

	“I want this one.” Eli held up a book titled Greek Myths.

	“How much?” 

	“Two bits.”

	She shouldn’t waste bits with everything going on, but… Eli deserved another book to read. Who knew how many months he’d be stuck at home after this?

	“Fine.”

	“Yes!” Eli jumped to his feet and pumped a fist, his eyes bright.

	She suppressed a smile. “Come on. We’re here for clothes.”

	She and Eli headed for the clothing, weaving their way around tables and shelves filled with bins of old-fashioned electronics and wiring, mismatched house wares, and electric home and kitchen tools that made Selene salivate. Especially the ancient, scuffed orange cleaner no one ever bought. Oh, to have a polite robotic housekeeper. She’d name him Von Mop and assign him an appropriate accent. Then she’d take a nap while he did her work. But Nan would never waste the solar on it.

	Selene blew the mop a wistful air kiss and quickly grabbed an armful of shirts and jeans in Eli’s size from the bargain table. Then she picked a few pairs of shoes that looked like they’d fit him.

	“Do I have to try it on?” he asked.

	Selene did her best impression of Nan’s look. “We’re not gonna waste bits on clothes you can’t wear.”

	He sighed and went into the tiny dressing room. Selene sank into the chair beside it, tapping her foot impatiently, and tried not to think of Anders. Which made her think of him more. He looked too old for high school. Did he have lots of friends? Maybe even a girlfriend? Maybe he was home from college for the summer. He looked old enough. Normal enough.

	Eli pulled back the dressing room curtain. “It all fits, see?”

	“Uh—” Selene clamped her mouth closed. It all fit, and it was in perfect condition. But the t-shirt Eli was wearing was not coming home with them. Infinitek’s logo was splashed across the body with their slogan below it. For a Better World.

	Eli’s brow furrowed. “What?”

	“Ah…” Selene coughed. “Nothing. You tried everything on?”

	“Yep. Shoes fit, too.”

	“Good. Get changed and bring everything out. Except that shirt. That shirt stays right here.”

	Selene swallowed and glanced back at the front door, her sense of urgency back full force. It was time to end this hour of freedom and go home.

	Eli reappeared, and she carried the clothes and let him carry his book. They headed for the front, but when she realized who was standing at the end of the line, her stomach flipped.

	It was Anders, and he had a load of electronic gear in his arms.

	Selene hesitated, but no one else came to wait in line. So she swallowed and stepped up behind him, staring up at his backpack and broad shoulders. Some stupid part of her wished he’d turn around, look down at her with those interesting eyes again. She was an idiot. He’d probably already forgotten she existed.

	“Ooh!” Eli said, flipping through his book. “This is even better than the one I have.”

	Anders glanced back at them, his brow raised. “What, you two following me now?”

	Selene jutted out her chin and hugged Eli’s clothes to her chest. “I’m pretty damn sure we were here first.”

	Anders’ blue eyes landed on her leather cuff, and she fought the urge to drop everything to hide her arm.

	“Nice bracelet.”

	Her face warmed again. The air in here was making her dizzy, off-kilter. Who was this guy, anyway? And what is my problem?

	“So you two live around here?” Anders asked, turning toward them. “Or you new in town? I don’t remember seeing you before.”

	“We don’t get out much,” Selene said.

	“Well, it’s nice to meet you both.”

	“You haven’t.”

	“Well, you’re Selene.” Anders looked at Eli. “And—what’s your name?”

	“He—”

	“Eli.”

	Anders cocked his head to the side. “Eli and Selene.”

	Selene forced a weak smile. “It’s your turn to pay.”

	Anders loaded his goods on the counter, and Selene nudged Eli.

	“Shh,” she whispered. “Don’t tell strangers your name.”

	“I think he likes you,” Eli replied in a singsong voice.

	“Oh my God, shut up. Like you know anything.” Selene’s face got hot again. Had Anders heard that?

	He finished paying and stashed his electronics in his backpack.

	Selene stepped up to the counter and dropped their haul on it. While Mr. Penn scanned each of her items using his holo gear, Anders just stood there, waiting. He was less than a foot away from her, making her heart beat too fast. Selene reluctantly pulled out her bitstorage card, and her cheeks grew even hotter with shame. Only citizens with high unpaid debt still used static bitstorage. But modern bitsticks required credit accounts and had to be linked with all identifying information in the Coalition’s database.

	“Fifty bits.” Mr. Penn crossed his arms and stared at her, his eyes barely visible behind the reflective lenses. He was waiting for her to haggle like she always did. Fifty bits was a rip-off. She could get him to sell it to her for forty, but she couldn’t bring herself to haggle in front of Anders. He had to have dropped over a hundred bits on all those random pieces of wire and metal. What use did they even have to him?

	Selene typed 50.00 onto the card, tapped it against the scanpad, and waited for the scanpad to ask for Nan’s pin, which was a requirement for bitstorage cards.

	Mr. Penn’s scowl deepened. “Try again.”

	The people in line behind her murmured, and Selene’s hand shook as she tapped the card again. 

	Mr. Penn waved at Anders. “Your dad on duty?”

	His dad?

	“Is there a problem?” Anders asked.

	Selene shoved her card in her pocket, her mouth dry. “You know what? I’m sorry. I don’t think we have enough. We’ll come back later.” She grabbed Eli’s hand.

	“You stay right there,” Mr. Penn said. “Those bits have a counterfeit flag.”

	Counterfeit. Selene froze. The Coalition couldn’t touch bits on an unnetworked card… they couldn’t see anything about them until she typed the pin and they transferred over. But if those travelers really were wanted criminals…

	Mr. Penn went for his phone, and Selene tried to bolt. Anders grabbed her arm as she pushed past. 

	She almost, almost went for her gun. But something in Anders’ eyes made her pause.

	“There’s a glitch in the feed today,” Anders said, not taking his eyes off Selene’s. “The Sheriff already knows about it. He’s got enough to deal with over at the market.”

	“And I got enough to deal with over here—”

	“It’s just a glitch, Mr. Penn. My father won’t be happy if we call him over here for this.” Anders let Selene’s arm drop and stepped up to the counter. He held up his bitstick. “I can cover it.”

	Mr. Penn narrowed his eyes at the bitstick, hesitating. The other people in line looked disgusted, openly judging Selene. It took everything she had to stay where she was. She strengthened her grasp on Eli’s hand. Running now would only confirm their guilt. 

	Mr. Penn lifted his phone and shook his head. Selene’s stomach hollowed out.

	Anders leaned over the counter, offering Penn a warm smile. He gestured toward the long line of customers behind them. “Seems like you’re having a real good day, sir,” he said in a low voice. “And I don’t think you want my dad to see that sign out front before you get a chance to fix it. Failure to upkeep your share of a Coalition-owned shopping center… That’s a mandatory fine, right?”

	Mr. Penn licked his lips and set down the phone.

	Anders tapped his bitstick against the scanpad. “All paid up.”

	Mr. Penn looked conflicted, but he nodded. Selene’s mind still screamed danger as her body floated to the counter to shove the purchase into her bag and hand Eli his new shoes.

	Anders walked them to the door and held it open with one hand.

	“Thanks,” Selene mumbled as she passed, her shoulders sagging under the weight of her shame.

	“What was wrong with our bits?” Eli asked when they were out on the sidewalk.

	“No idea.” Those people had been criminals. They’d cheated her—had taken all her goods for four hundred and fifty bits they’d known were worthless. And she couldn’t do shit about it.

	Anders stepped closer to Selene, and the pity in his eyes made her want to disappear. It would be better if he hated her or thought she was a thief. Anything but that look.

	She took a deep breath and forced herself to maintain eye contact. “Thank you for paying. I didn’t know there was a glitch in the feed.”

	“There isn’t.” Anders searched her face. For what, she didn’t know. “Don’t try using those bits again.”

	Selene straightened her shoulders. “Your dad—”

	“Is the sheriff? Yeah.”

	Selene’s pulse raced even harder. “Then why did you…?”

	Anders’ gaze dropped to the windbreaker tied at her waist, near where her gun was holstered. She stumbled back, pulling at the jacket.

	“Might want to adjust that,” he said quietly. “Unless you have a permit. Not easy to get one of those these days, huh?”

	Selene lowered her bag to the sidewalk and looked around. A few people filed out of the store, but they weren’t looking her way. She ripped her jacket off her waist and put it on again, zipping it closed.

	Chaotic emotions danced within her. His dad was the sheriff. And he’d just seen her gun. She met his intense gaze, and her anger overcame desperation. Why should this person, this Anders, get to hold her fate in his hands?

	“No.”

	He lifted a brow. “Excuse me?” 

	She stepped closer, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You did not just see that.”

	He held up both hands and gazed down at her, his lips slightly parted. His warm chest rose and fell beneath her finger, and he smelled like… laundry soap. Clean, fresh, even in the heat. And those eyes, with one strange spiral… She could stare into them all day.

	“All right.” His voice came out husky and deep, and a smile flitted along the outer edges of his lips. “I did not just see that.”

	They stood like that for a moment, every cell in Selene’s body humming with the strange, electric current running between his chest and her fingertip.

	Selene broke eye contact first and let her hand fall. “Good.”

	Eli had his new shoes on already and was staring at the both of them as she tried to regain her composure.

	“Let’s go,” Selene said.

	Anders gently touched her arm. “See you around?”

	Before Selene could respond, a loud crack echoed across the parking lot, and Anders pushed Selene and Eli toward the wall, blocking them with his body.

	A gunshot.

	Screams carried from the market where a ring of townspeople had gathered near the entrance. Two policemen were wrestling a man to the ground.

	“You two need to get out of here,” Anders said, his voice rough.

	“And you?” Selene asked.

	“I’ll be fine.” He glanced back at the crowd, which looked ready to riot.

	Selene grabbed Eli’s hand and took off.

	The shouts intensified, and she glanced behind her. Anders was gone, and every person outside the market was involved in the riot at the entrance.

	“What was that?” Eli yelled.

	“It’s not our problem, and Nan wants us home. Let’s see how fast you can move in those new shoes. When we get to the highway, we can race, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	Selene’s hands started shaking as she crossed the parking lot to get back to the road. One trip to town and a little attention from a handsome guy, and her judgment had flown out the window. So stupid. She’d allowed Anders to see her gun. To witness her using flagged bits. 

	Yet… he’d helped them. If he hadn’t stepped in, the cops would have arrested her and seen her disc.

	And that would have been the end. Infinitek would have had Selene and Eli. She couldn’t let anything like this ever happen again. Nan had kept them safe for eight years, and Selene had nearly ruined it in one day. From now on, she’d stay on the homestead and let Nan make the decisions.

	But her new resolve didn’t make Selene feel better.

	By the time she and Eli turned onto the empty road home, leaving the traffic behind, an ugly realization had taken root in her gut, cold dread turning her veins to ice.

	Blindly trusting those criminals is what had gotten her into trouble in the first place. And here she was, blindly trusting Anders to do what he said he would.

	If he kept Selene’s secret, the sheriff’s son would become an accessory to her crimes. No one would commit a crime to help a total stranger. She’d definitely never keep a stranger’s secret if it put Nan or Eli in danger. 

	Anders had nothing to gain by keeping her secret and everything to lose. It wasn’t a matter of if the cops would come looking for her.

	It was a matter of when.

	But Nan would know what to do.

	The bitstorage card cut into her thigh as she moved, mocking her, reminding her how close she came to destroying everything Nan had worked so hard to protect. She pulled out the card and resisted the urge to fling it onto the road. Instead, she slid it into her pack.

	Eli watched, his forehead creased with worry.

	“Okay, Eli.” Selene’s voice cracked. “Ready? It’s time to race home.” 
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	Sunlight streamed through the forest canopy, dappling the dirt road as Anders coasted toward his uncle’s house. When he reached the fence, he parked his motorcycle and stashed his helmet under the seat. He’d left his phone and the bike’s tracker at home so his dad couldn’t find him… but he’d be busy anyway after that riot at the market. No one had gotten hurt, but the police had made at least a dozen arrests by the time Anders left. He was still riding the high from all of that.

	Of course, the excitement of that couldn’t top meeting that fascinating off-grid girl today. Selene. He was definitely going to find out more about her. His uncle had to know who she was.

	Anders smiled ruefully as he grabbed his walkie from his backpack and approached the tall chain-link fence. It had been boarded up from the other side for privacy, and Anders rattled the gate to hear if the chain was still on. Locked. 

	But not for long.

	He punched his uncle’s code into the walkie.

	A beep sounded to let him know his uncle was listening. Listening on the first call. That was an improvement.

	“How’s your day goin’? Told ya I was gonna be here today. You didn’t open the gate.”

	A bird chirped somewhere above him, filling the silence.

	“It’s okay. I can wait.”

	Nothing.

	“Okay, fine. How about this? If you respond, then I won’t have to keep callin’ ya until the sun goes down.”

	No response.

	“I guess I’ll get comfortable.” Anders sank to the ground and let a good twenty minutes pass. Uncle Jay needed to be worn down… He had to feel like he’d at least tried to resist letting Anders in.

	Anders checked the time before he typed in his uncle’s code again, and his walkie beeped.

	“You know, I got somethin’ for ya out here.”

	The radio crackled. “Go home, Anders.” 

	Uncle Jay sounded irritated. Fair, considering Anders had snuck over here every day this week. 

	“I think you’ll—”

	“Your dad made himself clear. You can’t be here.” A pause. “Stop badgering me, and I’ll work on him. Now go home!”

	“Okay, I’ll go.” Anders tried to keep the smile from his voice as he stood up and shifted his backpack to his other shoulder. “But, see, I’ve got a bag full of tech from Thrift. Wonder what dad’ll do if he catches me with it.”

	Crackle. Silence.

	Anders’ smile broadened. He waited, counting down from ten in his head. He only made it to seven.

	“What’d you find?” Uncle Jay asked gruffly.

	“Doesn’t matter. I’m heading home. Let me know when my dad changes his mind.”

	“Wait. What did Penn have?”

	“Oh, just everything on your wish list.”

	Uncle Jay cleared his throat. “What years?”

	“Definitely manufactured between 2000 and 2030. All of it compatible with your set-up.”

	Game. Over. Anders turned off his walkie with a satisfying snap of the dial and dropped it into his pack.

	In less than a minute, he heard the clang of the chains being undone on the other side of the gate, and it swung inward.

	Uncle Jay’s thick blond brows were drawn together in a scowl. He was wearing jeans and some other off-gridder’s ironic cast-off: a t-shirt featuring Coalition logos on the sleeves. 

	Traders can’t be choosers.

	With a grin, Anders sauntered through the gate and offered his uncle the backpack. Jay snatched the bag.

	Anders raised his brows. “Hi to you, too.”

	Jay grumbled a reply, and as he started rifling through the gear, Anders looked out over the property and exhaled. It was good to be back on the homestead again.

	The acres of wooded land and fields beckoned to him, places to get lost in, to explore, though it had been years since his uncle had allowed him to wander around. Jay’s blue shuttered farmhouse looked like it’d gotten a fresh coat of paint recently, and a box of tools was open between the solar array and the rusted two-door car parked next to the home. 

	“Having trouble with that array again?” Anders asked.

	Jay grunted noncommittally and glanced down the dirt road as movement caught his eye.

	A quarter mile down, one of the tenants had pushed open the barn doors and was lifting a crate into the back of one of the pick-up trucks parked beside it. It was Old Manuel, the tenant who had been here the longest, since Anders’ grandparents had run the place.

	Anders could feel the judgment emanating from him in waves, and he returned the stare with a smirk and a wave. 

	The man shrugged and started walking back toward the barn. He had to be ninety, at least, stooped over and missing most of his teeth. But his mind and mouth were still sharp. He’d have fun gossiping about the black sheep’s return to the homestead. The tenants didn’t think Anders belonged here anymore than his dad did.

	Jay let out another grunt and zipped the bag, slung it over his shoulder, and started for the farmhouse.

	Anders hurried after him. “You’re welcome!” 

	“Got your mom’s persistence. I’ll give you that.”

	“And charm… Outstanding tech skills. Oh, don’t forget resourcefulness.”

	“You’re taking it too far,” Jay said, as they reached the wraparound porch.

	“Hmm. Intelligence… stunning good looks…”

	Jay squinted up at him over his large, bent nose. “Thought ya got your good looks from me.” 

	“Uh-huh. Yes. That’s exactly what I meant.”

	His uncle rolled his blue eyes—the only feature Anders remotely shared with him—and climbed the stairs. As he disappeared into the house, Anders covertly touched the post at the top of the stairs, just beneath the eave. A thrill coursed through him as his palm ran across the star engraved there.

	Rebels from Haven had carved it before Anders had even been born. Haven smuggled illegal supplies, like medication and guns, and they helped people disappear when they were in trouble. But the main reason for their existence was to fight the Coalition.

	When Anders left Telmont, he would head North, following the mysterious trail of homesteads and safe places until he reached the end: a hidden settlement that was home to the most powerful off-gridders this side of the Rockies. Or maybe anywhere, if they worked with the Watchtower Resistance on the West coast like Uncle Jay said they once had. But Anders seriously doubted Watchtower still existed. After they’d assassinated Ethan Raines, Infinitek had destroyed them—securing the death penalty for dozens of their members. 

	Haven was the only resistance left that mattered, and his uncle was the only off-gridder he knew of who knew how to get there. Anders was not leaving tonight until Jay agreed to make good on the promise he’d made the last time he was here: to finally show him where he went when he sent coded reports to Haven.

	Anders had a new spring in his step as he entered the farmhouse and the musty scent of thousands of moldering pages swept over him. Stacks of old books cluttered the entryway and were packed tight on metal shelves lining every hallway and room. When Anders’ mother had brought him to visit the Nelson side of the family, the adults had spent hours together here, reading and debating every topic from science to philosophy to the restoration of an open internet.

	Small, warm LED globes dotted the shelves and lit a path through the house, and Anders stepped carefully to avoid disturbing open books. Especially the ones that contained scraps of paper covered in Jay’s messy scrawl. 

	Jay had gotten sidetracked and was sorting through a pile of hardcovers halfway down the hall. Aside from the dirt they’d tracked in, the visible part of the wood floor shone. And the kitchen to the right had half the usual dishes and empty beer bottles on the counters. Jay must have finally let one of the tenants in to clean. 

	“There were riots today,” Anders said casually. “Market’s empty, but they claim food’s coming. You hear anything new?”

	His uncle peered down at a decades-old, water-damaged hardcover titled The Fall of Rome: Why America’s Days Are Numbered. He nodded to himself and flipped it open.

	“Uncle Jay. Have you heard anything new on the quarantine… or sent any reports to Haven?”

	“Can’t say that I have.” Jay clutched the book to his chest and hurried down the hall. 

	Vague language. Won’t meet my eyes. Classic EvasiveJay behavior.

	When they reached the back office, his uncle flicked on the overhead light.

	No one had been allowed to clean in here. Books were piled on the shelves at all angles, and a wrinkled map of the old United States of America was draped across a shelf behind Jay’s rolling chair.

	Papers, cords, clothing, and half-torn-apart tech were gathered in what looked like random piles on the big table in the center of the room. Jay swept a pile into a crate on the floor to make space for Anders’ offering.

	“I’m gonna stick around tonight.” Anders said. “I bet I can help you with whatever you’re trying to accomplish with all this.”

	Jay froze, blinked, then started sifting through the tech. “You gotta get back home before your dad finds out you’re here.”

	“That riot was dangerous, ya know. Risked my life for those parts.” Anders sauntered over to a leather chair in the corner and moved a box off of it so he could sit down. “At least let me relax a little before I go.”

	Jay ignored him, mumbling to himself, holding up the parts Anders had purchased at the thrift store. 

	That’s not all he’d done there. Anders bit his lip, thinking about Selene. He’d been walking into Penn’s when he’d gotten sidetracked by the hot girl hurrying across the parking lot. So out of place, wearing the wrong clothes. She’d had the look of an Independent, but off-gridders couldn’t legally use bits or shop. Anders wasn’t really welcome at any of Uncle Jay’s meets, but he’d hung around before, and he’d never seen her.

	Those enormous green eyes, messy black curls he’d wanted to run his fingers through, that slightly raspy voice with a barely perceptible Southern accent… And the feeling when she’d touched his chest—electric, as if an actual spark jumped between them and went right through him. Anders rubbed his jaw, suppressing a smile. Ridiculous. Like nothing he’d ever felt before. There was a sexy, pent-up energy inside Selene that she was trying to hide. He wanted to be the one to release it. 

	And when she’d blown him off, he decided he had to be the one to release it.

	Regular girls didn’t just walk away without a backward glance. Then again, they also didn’t walk around with illegal guns and bits on them.

	“Hey, so, Uncle Jay… you know any off-grid families around here that don’t attend your meets? Maybe one with a teen girl and a little boy?”

	Jay paused, then kept sifting through tech. “Can’t say that I do.”

	“Right.” Anders was already getting bored with EvasiveJay’s game tonight. “What can you say?”

	“That you should know better.” Jay clicked his tongue and cracked open an old radio. He held it up to the light. “If a family chooses to live off the grid and hasn’t engaged with the rest of us, there’s probably a reason.”

	Anders grunted in response. Privacy was practically the off-grid religion. You didn’t butt into someone else’s business, and they didn’t butt into yours. Jay probably knew Selene, but if Anders wanted to see her again, he was going to have to find her some other way. Challenge Accepted.

	Anders frowned and started looking through the box that had been on his chair, impatient for Jay to be done already.

	His uncle had a darkroom, and the box was full of his photos—hundreds of them, all thrown together. Anders grabbed a random photo, and his chest went tight.

	It was a picture of a cook-out on the homestead. Anders was in it, five years old or so, playing with a bunch of small kids he barely remembered. His grandparents stood next to the grill, and the young woman beside them was Anders’ mother.

	White blond hair, blue eyes, animated features, and short and thin like Jay and their parents. She was staring right at the camera and laughing. His dad was nowhere to be seen, of course. He would have been working and avoiding the homestead like always. Anders would never understand why his mother had been willing to abandon her Independent status to become a citizen and marry his dad. 

	He made sure Jay wasn’t watching as he slipped the picture into his back pocket. 

	A series of beeps suddenly sounded from Anders’ radio, and his whole body went tense.

	Uncle Jay stared at the backpack on the table, waiting to see if the radio would beep again. Then Jay’s radio went off on the shelf behind him, playing the same series of beeps.

	Anders’ dad had gotten the three of them the unnetworked walkies so they could communicate without the Coalition finding out.

	And now he was calling them both.

	Anders’ radio kept beeping, and when it went silent, Uncle Jay’s started up again. His dad was not going to give up until one of them answered.

	Uncle Jay wrinkled his nose as both radios went off in rapid succession. He snatched up his radio and twisted the dial. “Yes?”

	“Have you heard from Anders? He’s not answering his walkie or phone.” His father’s deep voice rumbled through the radio, but it had a tinny, distant quality to it.

	Anders relaxed. At least his dad was way across town.

	“Why? What’s going on, Loras?” Jay asked.

	“I’m dealing with riots down here. I told Anders to stay the hell home today, but Levitt told me he saw him near the market earlier.”

	Uncle Jay squinted one eye at Anders. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

	“So he hasn’t stopped by,” Anders dad said with an accusatory tone, “and he’s nowhere near your house right now?” 

	“You made yourself clear.”

	His dad paused as the sound of his Coalition phone ringing cut through the radio. “If he shows up, call me. And do not let him inside that gate.” His dad disconnected.

	Uncle Jay turned off his walkie and tossed Anders his backpack. “Time to go.”
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	 “Can’t leave yet.” Anders dropped his bag to the floor, then leaned back in his chair and used the box of photos for a footrest. “Remember last month, when I brought you those history books and that really good microbrew? And then I helped you repair the solar array?”

	Uncle Jay scowled again.

	“Before I went home, you promised me you’d show me your broadcast set-up the next time I came over.” Anders grinned and raised his hands. “And look! Here I am.”

	“Did I promise that? Musta been drunk.” Jay sniffed and tapped a gnarled finger on the table. “Go home. And make sure you come up with an alibi that doesn’t include me.”

	“Don’t worry about my dad. I’ll handle him.” Anders leaned forward, dropping his feet to the floor. “Did he even tell you why he banned me from coming here?”

	Uncle Jay let out a loud sigh and perched at the edge of his rolling chair. “I’m not getting stuck between the two of you—”

	“He said I spent too many nights here last month and that it would raise questions. Which is ridiculous, because he’s the only one questioning everything I do. When I calmly suggested that the real problem was that he’s a hypocritical, corrupt traitor… well,” Anders shrugged. “Insta-ban.”

	“You know damn well why we have to be careful.” Uncle Jay scooted his chair toward the table and started fiddling with a frayed cable. “I may not always agree with your dad’s choices, but… he’s just trying to keep you safe.”

	“From becoming an off-gridder? Yeah. Too bad the Coalition isn’t handing out exemptions anymore.”

	“If he had any idea how much you already know about what we do here…” Uncle Jay sighed again. “Your dad cares about—”

	“Himself? Yep.”

	“You. He cares about you. He might wear a Coalition cop uniform, but—”

	“He only plays one in 3D?”

	Jay pressed his lips in a thin line and suddenly seemed fascinated with the cable. “He’s not the enemy, Anders. Whatever you think, he’s kept the Coalition away from us and off this homestead. If he could help other Independents without getting caught… I’m sure he would.”

	Anders took a deep breath and released his grip on the arm rests, trying to exude calm, but it didn’t work. Anders got it, he did. No one in town or on the homestead could ever know Uncle Jay and his brother-in-law still spoke. And as much as Anders hated them working together in secret… it would be worse if the Coalition ever discovered they had a corrupt sheriff on their payroll. 

	And that he had helped terrorists. 

	Because that’s what Uncle Jay and his tenant families would be called if the Coalition ever discovered one of the weapons caches buried on the property.

	But why couldn’t his uncle ever see that his dad only helped Jay and Anders when he had to in order to cover his own ass and keep his pristine reputation intact? Anders had learned that lesson the hard way when he was twelve and his dad betrayed his trust for the last time. Yeah. Trust is pretty much obliterated when you send my best friend on an all-expenses paid vacation to a fucking Protected camp.

	“You’re right. I’ll try to be more positive.” A new wave of irritation swept through Anders, but he kept his voice light. “My dad sure is generous. I love how he helps me manage my life. How ‘bout you?” Anders cracked a smile. “Is he gonna help you leave the homestead more often, or is he still limiting how much time you show your face outside the gate?”

	Jay picked up an old-fashioned keyboard and studied it intently. 

	Anders took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. Yeah. His dad was real helpful.

	Like turning Lex in to Infinitek. Or the time he helped mom get better, instead of just leaving her alone when she needed him the most.

	“Never forget we swim with sharks,” Jay finally replied, his voice firm. “Your father is surrounded by them. He helps the best way he can… He keeps most of them away from us.”

	Anders tried to keep his eyes from rolling into the back of his head.

	“You draw too much attention to yourself,” Jay continued. “When you broke into the holo station, you put us all at risk.”

	“What? No one even remembers that anymore. I was bored. Besides, they should have had better security. All that tech, just left unattended…”

	“Your problem is that you can’t see your problem.” Uncle Jay laid the cable down. “And you never will unless you look.”

	“Thanks, Socrates.” Anders smirked. “But my vision’s perfect. Twenty-twenty last I checked.”

	Uncle Jay looked disappointed as he grabbed a crate and set it on the table.

	“Vision is a tool. Reality is the medium.” Jay leveled an unsettling gaze at Anders that was somehow intense yet distant at the same time. That odd look in his blue eyes was something Anders could never parse, and he braced himself. No other way to prepare for whatever mental crack Jay’s neurons were cooking up right now.

	After a minute, his uncle’s mouth turned up in a slight half-smile.

	Uh-oh.

	Jay spoke slowly. “When does a man with sight go blind, live without fear of dying, seek truth with lies, know everything yet not enough, dream after waking, make progress in his world… but change nothing?”

	Crap. EnigmaticJay philosophy riddle quiz. Anders had to pass it. Quick.

	“Umm. When… uh…” 

	Uncle Jay was squinting at Anders with one eye again, and he looked perturbed.

	Wrong Answer. He’d bombed this quiz with an all caps FAIL.

	Jay repeated his riddle, speaking even more slowly.

	Anders wracked his brain for a likely answer, sitting forward and gnawing at his thumb, and discarded a dozen that didn’t fit all the clues. 

	“Give up yet?”

	Anders lifted a brow. “Do I look like someone who gives up?”

	Jay crossed his hands behind his back. “A man with sight goes blind, lives without fear of dying, seeks truth with lies, knows everything yet not enough, dreams after waking, makes progress in his world… but changes nothing….” Uncle Jay paused, and when Anders didn’t answer, he finished. “When he confuses reality with what he sees in his VR games.” 

	Ouch. Damn. Tell me how you really feel. Anders nodded, his throat tight, and Jay started loading his crate up with the tech from the thrift store.

	Anders ground his teeth. He wanted to forget the riddle, but now it seemed etched into his brain, inconveniently memorized.

	Did Jay seriously think Anders confused real life with a virtual reality game… that he was too blind to see danger and risk in the real world? Anders hated the Coalition, but what was he supposed to do, mope around all day and wait for someone else to give him permission to fight back? Fuck that. It was better to stick it to them every chance he got. And if he could have fun while doing it, even better.

	Anders shrugged it off, literally. Yeah, he played a lot of VR Games. His dad and Uncle Jay probably thought he was addicted. But he wasn’t always playing. Calliope6 had armored up every smart device on the planet to make them harder to hack, but the games had a security weakness: they allowed Anders to add his own game mods—code that was capable of changing the virtual world.

	Code that changed the game.

	Anders had found more than a few ways to create backdoors onto the Coalition-controlled network so he could access things—like the holo station’s level one security system—without his ever-present citizen ID login number getting in the way. 

	Was it fun? Sure. Dangerous? Absolutely. But his skills could be useful in the fight against the Coalition. Which is why he wanted to find Haven, so he could be around people who also wanted to bring true freedom and democracy back to the world.

	Uncle Jay had carried the full crate to the door, and he was staring at Anders expectantly, that odd look still in his eyes.

	“Are we going somewhere?” Anders forced himself to give his uncle a playful smile. 

	“Well, I am.”

	“You going to add that gear to your broadcast set-up?”

	“Yep.”

	Anders’ pulse picked up. “Gonna show me where it is?”

	“I could show ya, but then I’d have to kill ya, and…” Jay shrugged one shoulder and gave the Coalition logo on his sleeve a sidelong glance. “I’d be real sad if I got blood on my new favorite shirt.” He walked out the door.

	A small shock of electricity coursed through Anders, and he practically leapt out of his chair to follow his uncle outside.

	Jay didn’t say a word as he loaded the crate into the back seat of his car. 

	Anders folded his arms across his chest, squinting in the sunlight, trying to stay calm. He couldn’t tell whether EnigmaticJay planned to really show him… or kick him out right now.

	Jay opened the driver’s side door and looked at Anders, his eyes hooded. “Go get your bike.”

	Anders raised a brow.

	“Bring it inside the gate and lock it up again.”

	Anders barely breathed as he brought his bike in.

	His uncle was waiting in the car, and Anders’ chest expanded as he got into the passenger seat.

	“You’re really taking me to see it?” Anders asked.

	“I keep my promises,” Jay said gruffly as he pulled the car onto the dirt path that led deeper into the property. 

	Anders searched the homestead when he was younger, looking for the place Jay broadcasted from, but he’d never been able to find it on his own. His uncle had equipment somewhere on his property where he sent his coded messages to Haven. He buried the real messages beneath Independent “news” casts that were part-truth, part-lie. Mostly lies, so the Coalition didn’t get too interested in him. Anders didn’t know anything about the code, who received the reports, or if anyone ever responded or sent Uncle Jay messages. Hopefully he was about to find out.

	He forced himself to stay quiet as his uncle drove down the dirt path, past the barn, past the row of cabins where the tenant families lived. Two women were working outside, and they raised their hands to wave at Jay, but their eyes widened and they quickly turned away from the road the second they saw Anders in the car. They turned right, onto another dirt road that ran alongside the fields, all the way to the woods.

	Anders kept expecting Jay to crack a joke to let him know he’d changed his mind… that after all these years of hiding its location, he’d decided to keep it to himself a little longer. But he didn’t. When they reached the woods that stretched across the rest of the property, Jay pulled to a stop. 

	“Anything I tell you about Haven, you keep to yourself. Understand? Your dad doesn’t need to know anything about Haven. He doesn’t want to know.”

	Anders nodded. “I’ve never told him anything.”

	“I know.” Uncle Jay turned off the car. “Your mom was good at that, too.”

	“At what?”

	“Keeping our secrets.” Jay had an impish grin as he opened his car door, letting in the sound of birds chirping. “What you waitin’ for? Grab the gear, son.”

	Anders suppressed his own grin as he twisted in his seat to pull the crate from the back. Sure, he’d planned for this, dreamed of it, worked it out in his head how he could make it happen. But he still couldn’t believe that after all this time, his uncle was really showing him… He wouldn’t believe it until he saw it. 

	Jay got out of the car and walked straight into the woods, and Anders felt like his chest was going to explode. He took a deep breath and hurried after him, hauling the crate.

	They followed a barely visible trail through thick brush and trees, walking for at least a half mile before reaching a particularly dense section of the woods. It was hot and humid today, and Anders was glad he’d opted for the nanofabric, because Jay’s shirt was wet with sweat when he finally came to a stop about ten minutes later.

	Jay winked at Anders, then nudged a bush to the side and slipped between it and the trees behind it. Anders held the gear high and mimicked him. After a few more maneuvers like this, he realized why he’d never found this place before.

	A few seconds later, Jay pushed through a final thick patch of foliage, revealing a low wood shack beneath a thick canopy of trees.

	An antenna had been rigged to one of the tallest trees, and a small solar array was set up beside it.

	Anders couldn’t stop himself from grinning as his uncle led him around to the front door. He opened it and flicked on an LED globe just inside to illuminate the windowless shack, and they stepped through the door. 

	The small space was dusty and cluttered just like Jay’s office. An old tattered mattress was in one corner of the raised wooden floor, and crates full of random pieces of gear were piled on top of it. And beyond that… his uncle had stacked ancient computer screens across the far wall above a desk, and he had a few PC towers hooked up to it. Cords ran across the floor in bundles, leading to a camera that was set up in front of a low bench.

	His uncle looked at him with that impish grin again. “No one else has been back here since your mother…” He bent down and plugged an extension cord into the wall. All the screens lit up, a wall of blue. “Our parents taught us that a Haven homestead should have at least two family members who know how to get messages to Haven… You ready to be my second?”

	Anders took a deep breath and willed his heart to stop rattling in his chest. “Why now?” he asked, the words slipping out. “Why not before?”

	Uncle Jay paused, averting his eyes. “Your dad and I don’t agree on some things. But I know your mother would have wanted you to at least know this. If things ever go bad for our family, you should know how to send a message ahead. There may come a time one of us will need to use it.”

	“How do the messages work? The path? Where do you go when you leave to get supplies? How do you know for sure the supplies are from Haven?”

	Jay held up a hand. “Don’t be tryin’ to weasel everything outta me at once. We start small… with broadcasts. If I’m going to teach you about Haven, you have to make me a promise—you have to promise that you’ll be patient. That you’ll do exactly what I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it.”

	Anders let out a breath and glanced at the screens again, hungry to get started. “I promise.”

	“First lesson, then.” Uncle Jay went over to the wall of screens and pointed to an ancient PC hooked up to a nondescript white box. “This helps me pick up and decode local messages that come through the white space, but we need to repair it. When I get a new message, I either bounce it on ahead, or I append my own and then send it ahead. This is our most important duty—to keep the Path open. I’ve been waiting for messages about the truth behind that quarantine zone… but nothing’s made it out past the Coalition’s jam. We watch, and we wait, and we send ahead information as soon as we receive it. And as long as we keep sending reports on our local area, Haven promises to do their part… to help us if we ever need them.”

	 


 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Pretend they’re security guards. Nova kept her eyes closed and inhaled the thick, muggy air in an attempt to ease the tightness in her chest. It didn’t work. On past missions, she’d stolen research in glass and steel buildings while others distracted the security guards. How the hell was she supposed to pretend that these trained Pandemic Control soldiers were glorified mall cops? She pressed her gloved hand hard against her chest, feeling the outline of her star necklace beneath her shirt. But the movement did nothing but make the pain sharper. Like her heart was being squeezed.

	The wind picked up, and the dead crops hiding Nova and her team rustled. It carried a foul odor with it, and she snapped her eyes open. The odd scent was gone. To hell with this wet, rotting field.

	Bas lay on his stomach beside her, his binoculars out. He seemed wound tight but unafraid, of course. Talking about the past was forbidden at Haven, but she’d extracted enough info about Bas from others to know that he’d been born into this life—his parents had been part of the original Watchtower resistance on the West Coast. 

	Rory was on the other side of her—calm—and perfectly still. When he made eye contact with her, she smoothed her expression. Even mousy Lex, who was lying low on the other side of Bas, was keeping it together despite the presence of Coalition soldiers.

	Go fuck yourself, fear. Nova took another shallow breath of the humid air and peered through the crops again at Jeremiah’s last known coordinates. Sunlight dappled the faded red barn a few yards away, and deep grooves marred the soil around it. The tracks led out to a dirt road at the front of the barn, where the Pandemic Control humvee was parked.

	If she listened closely, she could hear the low murmur of conversation coming from in front of the building. There were six soldiers up there guarding some metal crates and the barn—and they’d been there for over an hour. 

	“How much longer we gonna hide here?” she whispered to Bas.

	He ignored her question, but his jaw went tight as he ground his teeth again from too many stims.

	“What if Jeremiah’s still in there,” Nova continued, gesturing toward the barn, “and right now he’s telling them everything about Haven?”

	Bas ignored her again, leaning over her to pass Rory the binoculars.

	She widened her eyes at Rory for help, and he furrowed his brow and gave her a barely perceptible shake of his head. It was an all-too-familiar look. Don’t push Bas right now.

	Oh, Bashole was in a mood, huh? Well, maybe she wasn’t in the mood to hide in the bushes when any minute a Coalition soldier might see them and shoot them on sight. Nova flared her nostrils and sank lower to the ground. The wet earth seeped into her already soaked fatigues, and she shivered despite the heat.

	Bas always acted so sure of himself, like he didn’t need to explain his actions to anyone at Haven—not even to Xavier. And he didn’t, because X treated Bas like the goddamned second coming. Maybe it was ’cause they were both so arrogant—neither of them could ever be wrong. Bas hadn’t even gotten a slap on the wrist for screwing up the New York mission so bad they closed the Protected district and relocated everyone to Washington. She shot Lex another dark look. It was her fault. Any hope Nova had of finding her brothers again was crushed when they moved all the Protecteds to the impenetrable Washington camp.

	Though she had to admit, maybe Bas was right to be patient about the barn. If Pandemic Control was torturing Jeremiah in there, they were sure being quiet about it. Nova shivered again as she studied the creepy structure. It reminded her of every abandoned country building she’d crashed in after fleeing New York.

	At night, that barn would be freezing, full of dark corners and strange sounds that didn’t belong in a building—harder to sleep in than the condemned and abandoned projects she’d come from. Human voices were reassuring, even when they screamed and made the walls rattle.

	Even when they came from her mother’s bedroom as she did what she had to do. What she’d been forced to do to keep her Protected children well-fed and safe from Infinitek.

	Nova bared her teeth and snatched the binoculars from Rory, trying to catch a glimpse of the soldiers ahead.

	Her chest got even tighter as two of them suddenly appeared from the side of the barn. Both soldiers had helmets on with quarantine masks attached, and they were lugging one of the crates between them. 

	Bas tried to take back the binoculars, but Nova’s hands tightened around them, heat sparking within her, chasing away the cold. Their uniforms might be different, black instead of navy, but those soldiers were loyal to the Coalition. Which made them loyal to Infinitek. And to Katherine Raines.

	Which made them exactly like the men who had destroyed Nova’s family.

	The other four soldiers walked into view beside the first two, and one of them opened the humvee door.

	Bas wrested the binoculars from her, and Nova squinted without them. Only four of the soldiers climbed into the Humvee, leaving the other two behind—they were still moving crates to the side of the road.

	The humvee started up, and Nova’s stomach lurched as it drove away from them, dust kicking up in its wake.

	Rory nudged her, his mouth twisting into an excited half-smile. “That is what we were waiting for.”

	Bas’s intense green eyes had gotten that look in them, the one that meant he was fired up inside, wanting to make a move but forcing himself to hold back. Nova swallowed and looked away. She’d really misread that look a year ago, thinking he was holding back his feelings for her. He’d punished her for her stupid assumption, too, actively avoiding her and blowing her off ever since. Well. Fuck him.

	“As soon as they finish with those crates, we move,” Bas said, his voice low. “No guns. Knives. Bullet wounds’ll raise too many questions. If the Coalition thinks we’re dead, I want it to stay that way.” He scooted backward to shove the binoculars in his pack and his gloves in his pocket. “Rory and I will take them out. Nova and Lex, you stay here until it’s clear.”

	Nova’s heart skipped a beat, and she glanced at Lex, who still huddled silently on the other side of Bas, her cow eyes on the soldiers.

	“No,” Nova hissed. “We should go. We have four against their two. What if it goes sideways?”

	“It won’t.” Bas said, his voice confident. “We need you in one piece to comm Haven. You’ll stay here with Lex. Rory and I will take them out. Then we get in that barn.”

	She leaned closer to Bas and grabbed his arm. “But—”

	“You are staying here.” His eyes darkened, and his bare hand folded over hers. “Those are my orders.”

	Her hand tingled, warm and alive. Just like earlier, when he’d touched her cheek out of nowhere, dredging up the feelings she’d worked so hard to bury. She held his gaze, challenging him. His stupid, perfect face was so fucking full of easy confidence, she wanted to… He had no right looking that good after running through the woods for hours. 

	“Fine.” She pulled her hand away, her heart palpitating worse than before. “Your funeral.”

	Her words seemed to disrupt Bas’s confidence for a split second, but then the look was gone. Had he felt self-doubt? Worry?

	Nope. For as long as she’d known Bas, his high opinion of himself had been unwavering.

	Rory and Bas readied themselves, watching the guards ahead, waiting for the right moment.

	Those soldiers were about to die, and they had no idea. Nova dug her fingers into the earth, watching the guards as they finished dragging the rest of the metal crates from the front of the barn to the side of the road. 

	Each time they reappeared, it fanned the flames in Nova’s chest, until their heat eclipsed everything. Those men had chosen the wrong side—and now they would get what was coming to them.

	After the guards disappeared to the front of the barn again and didn’t return, Bas gestured. 

	Adrenaline surged through Nova as Bas and Rory sprinted across the dirt road in full sunlight. When they reached the barn, they hugged the wall.

	Bas went one way, sneaking around the back side. Rory stayed where he was. They were going to flank the soldiers, but what if one of the soldiers saw them too soon? If one went back to the crates, they’d see Rory.

	Screw this. Nova tried to get up, but Lex lunged over and grabbed her boot. 

	“Bas said stay,” she whispered.

	“I don’t belong with the baggage.” She kicked Lex’s hand away and moved fast, slipping between the tall stalks of quin to a clear path.

	In between the withered stalks, she glimpsed Rory, carefully edging his way along the side of the barn toward the front. She kept pace with him, her pulse pounding, her chest tight again.

	The field curved alongside the road, and soon she was positioned ahead of the barn and to the right. She could see both guards standing in front of the locked barn doors, looking nervous, both scanning the road ahead.

	Maybe they sensed that they were about to pay for their crimes.

	A breeze rustled the crops in front of Nova, and she swiped at her damp forehead, then pulled her gun from her holster, appreciating the solid feel of it in her hands.

	She’d never had to use it on a mission, but at Haven, she rarely missed a target. If Bas was wrong, and things went badly, she wouldn’t be bringing a knife to a gunfight. She’d been there, done that. When you had the advantage, you used it.

	A low sound, like a bird call, rang out, and a bitter taste flooded Nova’s mouth.

	Bas and Rory attacked.
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	Nova sucked in a breath as Rory rounded the corner of the barn, his knife out, and sprinted for the soldier nearest to him. Bas was moving in from the other direction—and he reached the soldiers first.

	Bas’s target let out a shout. Bas cut it short by plunging his knife into the space between the man’s throat and helmet. The second guard spun before Rory reached him and blocked the attack. He and Rory fell, struggling, as Rory tried to pry away the man’s mask and sink his blade in.

	 Bas tore his knife from his victim’s throat, and blood spurted from the man’s neck. A fresh torrent of heat coursed through Nova as she watched red spilling to the soil. Bas shoved the dead soldier to the ground and lunged to help Rory.

	Nova tightened her grip on the gun. The remaining Coalition soldier was smaller than them and too quick. He squirmed out of Rory’s grasp, losing his helmet and mask as he kicked Rory’s hand away. The knife went flying, glinting in the sunlight as the soldier took off running for the road.

	He was only a few yards from Nova’s hiding place now. She sucked in a breath, her throat dry. The guard was fumbling for his weapon. Would he get it out before Bas and Rory had a chance to take him down?

	Time seemed to slow down, and a vision of Bas and Rory, riddled with bullet holes, raced through her mind. The Coalition took whatever they wanted to take, stole what wasn’t theirs, ruined lives and buried the destruction they caused so most people never found out about it. Haven needed Bas and Rory. She needed them. 

	The guard freed his weapon and raised it on Bas, who was running at him full-tilt.

	Nope. She stepped out of her hiding spot, gun aimed at the soldier’s head. Without his helmet, Nova had a clear shot. The cells in her body vibrated with energy, her vision was perfect, her aim true.

	Nova fired. Her bullet went into the back of the man’s skull, and his body crumpled to the ground.

	Rory and Bas came to an abrupt stop, and Rory scanned the road, then the sky. Bas’s arms went slack, his knife dripping crimson blood onto the dirt. 

	The heat began to drain from Nova’s body, leaving her cold. Weak.

	Bas cleared his throat. “Kerrigan, barn’s locked. Check the other one for the key. I got this one.”

	“On it.” Rory took a quick look at Nova, then jogged back to the soldier Bas had killed.

	Bas stared Nova down, still breathing hard, his face like stone. “I said no guns.”

	Nova took a step toward him, but her shaky legs threatened to give out on her. “Guess this guy didn’t get the memo.”

	Bas got right in her face, his eyes blazing. “You will not disobey a direct order ever again.”

	Nova swallowed, her heart in her throat. She’d seen Bas angry—but never like this. She forced herself to nod.

	Bas pushed past her and used his boot to flip the dead man onto his back.

	Not a man. A woman.

	The woman I killed.

	A sudden wave of nausea hit Nova, making her dizzy. With her short, dark hair and the bulky Pandemic Control uniform, the soldier’s gender hadn’t been obvious. The woman’s light brown eyes stared blankly into the sky, and the wound in her skull dripped bright red. 

	“This one doesn’t have the key,” Rory called. “I’ll check the crates.”

	Bas began rifling through the dead woman’s pockets. Her face looked young, fresh and unlined. Like she might have been a newer recruit—maybe eighteen. Maybe the same age as Nova.

	Rory let out a low whistle. “They have incendiary globes over here.” His voice sounded far away, even though Nova knew he stood only a few yards behind her.

	“The other crates have liquid butane canisters,” Rory continued. “They’re empty.”

	Bas jumped to his feet. “No key here. I’ll grab Lex and our packs. I can pick that padlock.”

	Bas stomped off, disappearing from Nova’s peripheral vision, but she still felt frozen in place, her gaze riveted to the soldier’s open, staring eyes. Blood seeped from the wound, forming a growing puddle in the dirt. Bile rose in Nova’s throat, and she fought back the urge to puke.

	The dead woman’s face seemed to fade in and out, and Nova’s vision blurred, making her dizzy—this didn’t seem real… just like that day.

	On the day her life changed forever, Nova had gone to pick up much-needed black market food for her family. It had snowed earlier, and she’d left the abandoned projects, wading through ten city blocks of dirty slush to make the swap. When she got back, the drunk outside their condemned building lifted his bottle in warning.

	“Don’t wanna go up there right now, girly. Coalition doin’ a sting.”

	Nova dropped the box, the precious cans tumbling into piss-stained snow, and sprinted up all eight flights of stairs. The dingy, graffitied stairwell and hallways were dead silent—and they were never silent.

	She heard the soldiers before she saw them, but she couldn’t do anything except duck into an empty apartment. She’d nearly fainted from fear as she watched them approach through the hole in the door. 

	Navy uniforms. A silver infinity symbol on each sleeve.

	Her little brothers had been carried out first. Small bodies, tan skin, wearing pajamas. She hadn’t breathed as she strained to see if they still breathed. Each chest rose and fell as the soldiers carried them past her hiding place. Five-year-old Carlos and three-year-old Jorge. Tadeo had just turned two, and he was wide awake, looking around with intelligent, scared eyes, but not crying. Tadeo had never been a crier. The older boys had just been drugged… not murdered.

	Not murdered like their mother. Nova’s eyes refocused on the Pandemic Control soldier she’d killed, trying to forget what her mother had looked like. She failed.

	The Infinitek squad put a single bullet in her mother’s skull and left her to rot, just like this, in a pool of her own blood. Executed for daring to defy Infinitek and trying to hide her children instead of giving them up.

	Her dark brown eyes had been just as blank, the life gone from them. But her mother hadn’t been reaching for a gun. She’d faced her death alone and unarmed—clutching nothing but her rosary. 

	Nova slipped a hand beneath her own collar, palming the five-pointed star pendant there. Hail Marys hadn’t been enough penance for her mother’s sins. God had abandoned her anyway. Just as he’d abandoned Nova’s brothers—allowed them be taken away by Infinitek.

	Maybe God had spared Nova that day, but he sure as hell hadn’t saved her. 

	Bas and Rory had.

	Haven had.

	The woman Nova killed had chosen the wrong side.

	“Nova?” Rory asked softly, coming up beside her. He had his gun out and was tense and sweating, scanning the road and sky constantly for signs of the enemy. “This is your first kill, isn’t it?”

	Nova licked her lips, her eyes refocusing. She fumbled with her gun, her hands shaking as she checked her ammo, even though she knew she had more than enough. Killing someone had only taken one bullet, after all.

	“This…” Rory cleared his throat. “Hunting deer on Haven’s lands can’t prepare you for it.”

	“I always hated hunting.” Nova said tonelessly, looking back down at the dead woman. “Haven didn’t need the meat.”

	The Coalition soldier’s eyes were glassy. As empty as a dead deer’s. Saliva flooded Nova’s mouth, tasting bitter. Why had this dead thing triggered the memory of her mother? It wasn’t the same at all. Anyone loyal to Katherine Raines deserved to be dead.

	“Nov. Look at me.” Rory’s brow creased, his dark blue eyes narrowing with concern. “Go help Bas with—”

	“Do you know why I really hate hunting?” She smirked at Rory. “It’s just no fun killing something that can’t fight back.” She spit, hard, and it landed square on the dead soldier’s cheek. “But killing this animal was much more satisfying.”

	She whirled away from Rory to escape him before he could aim one of his judgmental looks at her. That’s when she realized Bas and Lex had already returned.

	Bas had his tools out and was working on the padlock. He’d dropped their packs around the other side of the barn, and Lex stood beside them, watching Nova warily and keeping her distance from the dead soldiers.

	Nova swallowed against the lump in her throat and walked over to Bas. He wouldn’t even look at her.

	It was too quiet. Not a peep from inside the barn… so what the hell had those soldiers been guarding? Rory came to join her, and they stood watch in tense silence as Bas carefully worked the lock.

	The wind picked up, then, and that rotten smell Nova had noticed on the air earlier—it was back. And now there was something else on top of it. 

	Death.
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	The gut-churning stench of advanced decay emanating from the barn set Bas on edge and made every muscle in his body tight as he worked on the lock.

	When he finally sprang it, he hesitated, glancing back at his team and the road behind them. Rory, Nova, and Lex stood stiffly behind him, scanning the area for any sign of Pandemic Control forces.

	The road and sky were still empty, though, except for the two dead soldiers. A new wave of irritation coursed through him at the sight of the dead guard, a pool of blood beneath her skull. He’d deal with Nova later.

	He gritted his teeth as she stepped forward to help him remove the chain and lock. Bas pulled at the doors, and as they swung open, the thick, heavy air that escaped stung his eyes and made him gag. He stumbled backward, eyes burning, but he couldn’t escape the stench. His team was gagging and coughing behind him as he lunged for the mask in his bag. 

	The barn air smelled like sewage, but there was something else—something in there was putrid. Rotting. And the powerful, unmistakable scent of liquid butane overlaid it all. Bas wiped his watering eyes and pulled on his mask. He took a tentative breath. Cleaner, but the scent was still there, and he fought the urge to vomit. He removed his gloves from his pocket and put them back on. The soldiers must have emptied every canister of butane in there.

	Nova and Bas had put their filtration masks back on, too, but Lex hadn’t—she’d backed up even farther, her eyes wide.

	“I’ll watch the road,” she croaked out.

	Bas nodded and swung around to face whatever was in the barn. Some primal part of his brain was screaming at him to run the other way—and not look back. But he forced himself to activate his gun’s light and step inside. The sunlight streaming through the open doors illuminated dust motes floating through the putrid air and a scene that confirmed what his brain already knew.

	At least two dozen corpses were piled against the wall, only partially covered by a tarp. 

	Nova let out a noise from behind him, and even Rory, who’d seen his fair share of death, had gone pale.

	Bas took another few steps, and sunlight peeked over his shoulder, casting its rays on a small blue object nestled in the filthy straw. A child’s shoe.

	The straw looked wet, like it had been doused with butane, and evidence of blood, piss, and shit was everywhere. Pandemic Control had been keeping sick people in here. A lot of them. People only shit where they slept if they had no other choice.

	“Kerrigan,” Bas said. “Drag those soldiers in here. Get ‘em out of view.”

	“We should strip them.” Rory’s voice was rough. “Keep their uniforms. Just in case…”

	Just in case this mission had well and truly gone to hell. Just in case Jeremiah was dead already—or worse—captured by the Coalition.

	Bas nodded, feeling light-headed. “Pack up the uniforms and masks. Leave all the tech. Can’t risk tracers.”

	Rory didn’t need to be told twice. He took off, leaving Bas with Nova. She’d flicked her gun light on and was shining it toward the dead bodies. 

	“If Jeremiah was in here, he’ll have left a sign. Find it,” Bas ordered.

	Nova nodded stiffly and turned away from the bodies, shining her light along the barn wall.

	Bas’s adrenaline, his fading stim, and the overwhelming stench were all working together to make him sick. He never vomited anymore, but if he was going to, this would do it. They needed to find whatever was in here and get the fuck out.

	His pulse pounded as he approached the corpses. The scent of decay, piss, and shit nearly overwhelmed him again, even through the mask—but the butane was stronger. The tarp had to be drenched in it.

	Bas grabbed the edge of the long tarp and heaved it off the bodies with one swift movement, kicking off droplets of liquid butane.

	Bas went to the end of the line, starting at the first body in the pile. He aimed his gun’s light at the first corpse and swallowed hard to keep his stomach from emptying.

	An old woman, shit and blood stained clothing, yellowish… jaundiced skin, but the worst part—the scabbed over holes in her body. They were abscesses—what looked like hemorrhaged lymph nodes—tinged with something green. The woman’s corpse looked bloated, like she’d died days ago. The next body belonged to a much younger man—his corpse fresher—only a few hours old. Reddish blood and pus gathered in the abscesses, and Bas had to look away for a second, nauseous, a sheen of sweat popping up on his forehead.

	This had to be the “mild flu virus” the Coalition was working so hard to hide.

	Bas hurried down the line, shining his light on every face. He had to shift a few of the bodies, and the taste of bile flooded his mouth each time his gloves sank into their bloated flesh or he touched one of the open sores.

	So far, none of them had Jeremiah’s dark skin tone and build. Every new stranger filled Bas with both relief and a growing sense of dread that the next body in line would be Jeremiah’s.

	Miah had walked Haven’s Path and embraced the five Points as well as any of them. He and Bas hadn’t always seen eye-to-eye, but he was Xavier’s closest confidant. Jeremiah was just too important to the Haven family. It seemed wrong—impossible, even—that he could have reached the end of his Path here… like this.

	This disease hit everyone, from young to old. Bas sucked in a shallow breath as he finally reached the end and shone his light there. A small child had been carelessly thrown on top of another body—like a ragdoll. The boy wore one small blue shoe.

	Bas let out a small sound and looked away, breathing too fast, his heart pounding. Then he quickly nudged the child’s body aside with his boot. A teen girl lay beneath. Same blond hair, same staring blue eyes as the boy. Siblings, for sure. Had their parents died first, or were they still alive somewhere?

	Bas’s throat closed, and he fought against a wave of panic and darkness as he whirled to face the wall, sweeping his light along it, searching for any sign Jeremiah had been here.

	This was taking too fucking long.

	“Bas!” Nova called out. She was gesturing at him from the opposite corner.

	He went to her, passing Rory as he dragged the second dead guard—the female—through the barn door. Both soldiers were inside the building now, stripped down to underclothing. 

	Nova was kneeling in the corner of the barn, digging into the floor, desperately throwing clumps of the filthy, butane-soaked straw out of her way.

	Bas shone his light on the post directly above it and found a sloppy pentagram, scratched low on the wall. Haven’s symbol. 

	“Fuck.” Bas let out a growl. He slammed his fist into the wall. “They have him. They already fucking have him.”

	Nova just shook her head, and his pulse thrummed in his ears as he dropped to his knees beside her to help her uncover the floor. The packed soil had been disturbed, and another star had been scratched into the dirt. 

	“Faster.” Bas dug in beside her with his bloodstained gloves, ripping away the earth.

	They uncovered a string first, then part of a cloth bag. Nova tugged hard, and it came free. There was nothing else in the hole.

	She opened it, hands shaking, and Bas shined his gun light into it.

	Nova pulled out the sole item in the bag, gingerly removing it. It was a scrap of t-shirt type material, wrapped in a tight bundle.

	She exchanged a sick look with him, her tan skin pale, sweat beading her brow beneath her mask. The bundle was far too small to hold a transmitter… So what the hell was it?

	“Get out here!” Rory hailed him from the door, gesturing frantically. “Pandemic Control is on their way back!”
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	Bas jumped to his feet, heart pounding, and Nova dropped the wrapped square back into the bag and ran with him for the front of the barn.

	They slipped on the wet straw and grabbed onto one another to keep from falling.

	Rory stood just outside the barn, holding a radio. Lex was sifting through one of the metal crates the soldiers had been guarding.

	“We think… Jeremiah was in there,” Nova said, her voice rough as she held up the bag.

	A crackling sound erupted from the radio Rory held, followed by a man’s voice. “Sergeant Taylor, I repeat, we’re en route. We have orders to cleanse the entire sector. Prepare for pick-up in ten. Respond.”

	Rory looked at Bas and gestured to the radio’s holo display. “Radio’s keyed to the soldier’s chip and voice. Can’t fake a response.” 

	Bas’s nostrils flared. “We torch that barn ourselves. Now.”

	“Is this a trigger?” Lex called out to Rory, lifting a yellow incendiary globe from the metal crate she was searching.

	Nova dashed over to Lex to take the globe, and they all ran around the side of the barn to grab their packs.

	Bas took the cloth bag from Nova and tried to take care as he slid it in the front of his pack, but his hands were shaking. He was sweating freely, but he’d gone ice cold inside, despite the humidity and the stims.

	The Coalition has Jeremiah.

	And soon they’d have Bas and his team if they didn’t cover their tracks and get the fuck out of here.

	He scanned the horizon for the best escape route. The forest on the other side of the next field provided closer cover than going back the way they’d come. 

	“Head north, to those woods,” he said to Rory and Lex. “Nova and I will torch the barn.”

	Rory and Lex took off, crashing through the crops, and Bas turned to Nova, who was already trying to activate the timer on the globe. Sweat ran down her smudged skin in rivulets beneath her mask.

	She cursed as the globe blinked red. “It needs verification. A fingerprint.”

	A low hum reached them, and Bas looked up. Far in the distance—a half-dozen specks of black appeared in the sky. Pandemic Control.

	The hovers were heading straight for them, coming from the southeast, where the convoy had come from earlier.

	Bas pulled his gun as he and Nova raced for the barn and ducked inside. The fumes permeated Bas’s mask, making his eyes tear again.

	Nova squatted beside the soldier she’d shot, and her hands shook, as she grabbed the dead woman’s limp finger and pressed it to the globe.

	The globe flickered from red to green.

	“How long?” Nova asked.

	“Two minutes.”

	Nova set the timer and dropped the globe next to the dead soldier.

	They raced out of the barn for the field. The hovers were clearly visible now, and wind whipped the trees behind them. There was still time—time to get away.

	Adrenaline raced through Bas, lending him strength. His legs pumped as he sprinted through the field. The soggy ground sank beneath his feet, dead plants falling in his wake. He glanced back to make sure Nova was keeping up, and she was right behind him.

	The hovers would reach the barn in a matter of minutes, and then they would see Bas and Nova in their dark fatigues, running through the dry field ahead. So he pushed harder, ran faster, putting every last ounce of energy he had into getting as far away from that barn as possible.

	The incendiary globe went off, and the explosion sent Bas to his knees. He looked back, ears ringing. The barn was in flames, black smoke curling upward against the blue sky.

	The closest hover had backed off, changing its flight pattern in response to the explosion. Nova had fallen behind Bas, and he helped her up, dragging her with him as he ran.

	They reached the tree line at the end of the field and kept going, heading as deep into the woods as they could before the pain in Bas’s side forced him to let up. They fell to the ground, and Nova ripped off her mask, gasping, and crawled for the nearest bush.

	Bas looked away as she vomited, removing his own mask and his butane and blood-soaked gloves. He sucked down water from his canteen and scanned the foliage for signs of Rory and Lex. Had they made it?

	A branch cracked to his right, and Bas tried to get his gun out, but his reflexes were too dull. Lex and Rory appeared there—Rory looked stricken, but Lex wore a calm, unreadable expression and barely seemed to be out of breath.

	“Saw the hovers do a fly over…” Rory coughed and spit off to the side. “They’ll know their people were in that barn when they can’t find a signal on those chips.”

	Nova lunged for Bas’s pack and pulled out the cloth bag they’d found in the barn. The team huddled in close as she carefully unfolded the bundle of t-shirt material.

	“Found this buried beneath Haven’s symbol,” Nova said. “Has to be him.”

	Bas’s heart beat harder, and sweat dripped into his eyes as he darted a gaze back the way they’d come. No pursuit. Not yet, anyway.

	Nova got the bundle unfolded, revealing a small syringe inside, along with a small metal cube that had a series of numbers engraved in it.

	“What the hell is that?” Bas asked.

	“Jeremiah had a beacon with him,” Nova said, her voice coming out in a rush. “He must have injected it into himself.”

	“But that tech isn’t ready.” Rory grabbed the syringe, holding it up to a light streaming through the half-dead forest canopy. “Medical never tested it to make sure it was safe and would work without the Coalition picking up the signal.”

	 “He wasn’t supposed to bring this. X forbade it—I heard him.” The words tumbled out of Nova’s mouth in a rush.

	“What. Is. It?” Bas asked, impatient.

	“The beacon,” Nova continued, “is an injectable silicone-coated chip that emits a unique signal after activation. He was trying to get it to work with our transmitters, so even if the Coalition jammed comms in an area or building, we might still be able to track people and objects.” Her hand shook as she held up the metal cube. “If it worked… and if we had a functioning transmitter… we’d be able to insert this cube and use it to lock into the beacon’s signal. We could track him within the zone. We could find him.”

	Bas scanned the sky again and looked back through the trees. They needed a place to hide. To recover. To plan. Nova had to find a way to fix that transmitter. Leaving Jeremiah in the hands of the Coalition was not an option.

	Acid climbed up Bas’s throat as he pulled the Haven safe house map from his pack. He traced their route with his finger, finding their approximate position.

	Nova quickly rewrapped the syringe and cube and dropped them into her own pack. Then she leaned forward, stabbing a finger at the closest star on the map. It was miles to the northeast, but a straight shot through dense forest—which meant they had the best chance of not being seen. The other nearby safe house was south, in the wrong direction.

	Black strands of hair stuck to Nova’s damp forehead, but her bloodshot eyes had lit up. “A Haven safe house—if they’re broadcasters, they might have the tools I need to fix the transmitters.”

	Bas nodded. “We use the woods as cover. We’ll get there after nightfall.”

	“Look!” Lex said, speaking up for the first time as she pointed back toward the fields.

	Bas jumped to his feet and peered through the foliage. The barn still burned in the distance, but now the hovers were flying low in formation, and they were dumping something on the field Bas and his team had been hiding in less than an hour ago. Then the hovers rose high, putting distance between themselves and the crops.

	The first field ignited, a solid wall of flame.

	“Everyone take a triple-dose of stims,” Bas returned the map to his pack and quickly strapped it on. “We’re not gonna stop moving until we get to that safe house.”
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	Katherine had put out a dozen figurative fires by late afternoon. But she’d initiated half a dozen more on behalf of the Coalition. There were plenty of smaller corporations in the world that generated almost enough revenue to qualify for Coalition membership… but not quite. And she intended to keep it that way.

	“Katherine,” Aurora piped up. “All heads of state are ready for your scheduled conference call.”

	“Keep them on hold,” Katherine instructed the AI. “And tell them I’m handling an important matter and will be on the call as soon as I can. I’m not to be disturbed again.”

	“Absolutely. I have informed them.”

	Katherine spent the next half hour preparing for the weekly call, reading through the list Izzy had compiled of each nation’s requests and complaints. Then she set aside her notes and spent another hour on smaller tasks. 

	Today’s call was a pivotal moment in Katherine’s plan, and it was crucial that everyone’s patience had worn thin long before meeting began.

	“Aurora,” she said, when the hour was up, “bring everyone online, but leave my channel dark.”

	The holo array started up with a whir, and Katherine reapplied her lipstick and waited for all six heads of state to appear so she could study them before they knew she was there.

	President Harris looked calm but bored. The leaders of United South America, the Asian Union, the Arab Emirates, and the African Federation were definitely irritated they’d been forced to wait. It was well past dinner time in London right now, and the Prime Minister of the Western European Alliance was still in her office. Tara O’Shannon’s freckled cheeks were pink, her lips in a thin line, fiery red hair undone, messy, like she hadn’t even bothered to clean up for the meeting. She looked like she was barely suppressing her anger. Excellent.

	Katherine softened her features, putting on a friendly, well-rested expression. “Start the call, Aurora.” 

	When everyone was linked, Katherine made small talk with each leader, asking after their families, following up on previous conversations. She saved O’Shannon for last.

	“And how are you, Tara?” Katherine asked. “Are your daughters enjoying the new hologear we sent over for them to try?”

	“Who knows?” she replied tersely. “I haven’t seen them yet today. I expected this meeting to take place an hour ago.”

	President Harris’s eyes widened at Tara’s blatant disrespect, but the others kept their expressions even. Sharks. They’d try to rip Katherine apart at the first scent of blood.

	Katherine folded her hands. “As you know, I had an urgent matter to attend to.”

	“And the rest of us don’t?” Tara tapped her holotab, pulling up a list similar to what Joss had displayed earlier. “I was hoping to discuss some things privately with you… but I’m sure everyone else is wondering the same thing we are. What is happening in your Southern states?”

	The other leaders perked up, nodding in agreement.

	“You’ve seen the news casts,” Katherine said, sitting taller in her chair. “It’s as they’ve reported. The Coalition has ordered the Department of Pandemic Control to several states in United North America, but it’s a precaution only. We’re dealing with a mild flu virus, and we need to ensure every citizen who needs treatment gets it.”

	“Uh-huh. And the fires?” O’Shannon asked.

	“It’s summer, Prime Minister. We’re facing droughts, just as many of your states are.”

	Prime Minister Zhou, leader of the Asian Union, cleared his throat. “My cabinet is very worried. They’ve suggested we turn away all commercial flights coming into Asia until your quarantine is lifted.”

	“It’s a mild flu virus, but we prefer to always be cautious, as you know. I assure you, if it becomes necessary, MetaTransport will halt all flights, and the Coalition will deploy Pandemic Control forces to your borders immediately.”

	Zhou shook his head. “With all due respect, Ms. Raines, we lost hundreds of thousands of lives during the Ebola crisis last year. We would prefer to temporarily close our borders. If we had done so last year, an infected patient never would have made it here from Western Europe.”

	Katherine surveyed the world leaders, tension marring every face but President Harris’s. He trusted her word. Why couldn’t the rest? Irritation made her skin feel tight, but she kept it hidden.

	“I understand your concern, Prime Minister Zhou.” Katherine spoke extra slowly. “You will remind your cabinet that Western Europe welcomed Pandemic Control, and we quickly stamped out the virus. But your national police ignored our quarantine orders. Once the Coalition helped you privatize your last government-run forces, we successfully regained control of multiple regions and wiped out the virus. It was unfortunate that Asia lost hundreds of thousands of lives due to mismanagement. Once the Coalition came in with Pandemic Control troops, we were able to save millions of your people with Infinitek’s cure.”

	The Coalition had rescued people of all these nations from pandemics, food shortages, and natural disasters on dozens of occasions. The other leaders nodded, calming, their faith in her restored. 

	All except for O’Shannon, who had flushed and looked like she was biting her tongue.

	Zhou glanced down at his hands, as if they held something fascinating. “I apologize. I will let my cabinet know the Coalition has this under control.”

	“Excellent. Let’s move on to the new trade agreements. I’d like to thank each of you for approving them.” The tightness in Katherine’s chest loosened, and her smile reappeared. “These new laws will benefit every nation greatly. The people of unrecovered states have suffered for too long. With time and the Coalition’s financial aid, they can rebuild. Then the Coalition will be ready to move in permanently to stabilize their economies for the benefit of all.”

	“Is the Eastern European Alliance part of that plan?” O’Shannon’s sharp voice finally erupted from her, but a rueful smile played on her lips. “When will the EEA fall under your wing, Katherine?” 

	Katherine maintained her composure, waiting patiently for Prime Minister O’Shannon to continue.

	Tara pulled up a map on her holotab and pointed to the other nations. “How lovely it is that their neighbors are welcoming the Coalition, while ours still have nuclear missiles aimed at us. I find it hard to believe the EEA will ever accept Coalition oversight. When will you follow through on your promise to disarm them?” 

	Katherine shook her head sadly. “You’ve read the report, Tara. There are no more weapons of mass destruction in the EEA. They were removed from old Russia before their alliance formed.”

	Tara let out a laugh, tearing her hands through her hair in obvious frustration. “And how did your people complete their investigation? The EEA has banned you from their region. Isn’t it true that they shoot you on sight if you cross into their airspace? They certainly shoot my people if we so much as stumble too close to their wall.”

	“Prime Minister, you know I can’t disclose the methods Coalition soldiers use to gain intelligence,” Katherine said lightly. “But I can assure you, the EEA has no weapons of mass destruction. They are a small, impoverished state, and their citizens pay daily for their policy of isolationism. They will come to us when they’re ready.”

	“Is that part of your strategy? Just wait until they’re desperate enough to invite you in?” Tara scowled. “They just steal from us. We’ve lost shipments of supplies, food, and medicine along our borders—supplies you promised to deliver to us safely. Just last night, a transport was hit near the wall, and an entire busload of students was caught in the crossfire. We found their bodies this morning.” Her voice rose. “Eastern Europe didn’t welcome you in when the world economy collapsed—and nothing’s changed. We need proof they’ve been disarmed. Immediately. Or… we may have to reconsider some of the laws we’ve passed in the Coalition’s favor.”

	The other leaders were silent, eyes trained on Katherine. Adrenaline spiked in her veins, lending her fresh energy and focus. This was the moment she’d been waiting for.

	Katherine shook her head. “I’m very sorry for your loss. The Coalition cares about your people, Tara,” she said gently. “I care about your people. The Coalition won’t stand for unrecovered states threatening citizens we serve. And we’d never leave nuclear weapons in their hands.”

	“Well, the EEA is threatening my people!” O’Shannon raised her voice. “Those students were innocent. We still don’t know how the EEA soldiers made it past your patrols.”

	“The EEA signed a peace treaty promising not to attack your citizens,” Katherine said firmly. “If they’re not adhering to it, the other members of the Coalition will want to know. I’ll bring your concerns up in my next meeting with them. If you feel you need more Coalition patrols on your borders… they’re yours. All you ever need to do is ask.” Katherine furrowed her brow and tapped the map on her desk. “We just ordered another squadron to Africa to help with the food shortage there. I’m sure we can reroute some of those troops to your area. I’ll make that call today.”

	“Outrageous.” The hot-headed President of Africa, Leslie Steenkamp, nearly jumped out of his chair, speaking up for the first time.

	So predictable.

	“We will not give our troops to Europe,” Steenkamp said, stabbing a finger down at his desk. “I sent you half a dozen messages about this last week! One squadron won’t even begin to cover our need. We don’t have the manpower to deal with this food shortage as it is. We’ll face riots—violence. Surely Western Europe can keep its citizens away from a wall.”

	“I understand,” Katherine said, nodding slowly. “We can’t risk riots in Africa. We’ll pull from the reserves, then. We should have enough troops on standby to help Africa and Western Europe.”

	“No, no, no. Not acceptable,” Prime Minister Zhou said quickly. “The reserves must be available in the case of another pandemic. There’s already a quarantine—”

	“What about us?” President Alnaqbi interrupted, looking as angry as Leslie. “We requested additional troops for our upcoming elections, and the Coalition has not responded. The Emirates have a right to additional support, as per our agreements with the Coalition. Where will our troops be coming from if you are already tapping the reserves? I think—”

	“Why is this even a discussion?” President Gonzalez snapped in her thick Spanish accent. She leaned back in her chair, disdain on her face. “Lost students? Oh, no! I have entire cities that have to ration clean water and a new virus mutating every week to infect us. The solution is simple, Tara. If your citizens go near that fucking wall, arrest them. Or let. Them. Die.” She waved a hand. “Evolution.”

	Tara’s face had gone red. “President Harris,” she said, pleading with the only world leader who hadn’t spoken against her yet. “If your people needed more protection, surely—”

	 “Prime Minister Zhou is right,” Joss said carefully, worry in his eyes for the first time. “The reserves exist in case of another major crisis.” 

	Tara narrowed her eyes. “There will be a major crisis if the EEA discovers Western Europe doesn’t have enough troops to defend ourselves.”

	 “The EEA is not a threat.” President Gonzalez laughed. “The dog barks but has no teeth.”

	“I have to agree,” Joss said. “I’m sorry, Tara. But I can’t support sending reserve troops to your wall, either.” 

	Tara persevered, and the leaders erupted, self-righteous and entitled, voices rising. They banded together, nailing Tara to the cross for having had the audacity to steal resources they each wanted for themselves.

	You could always count on people to become irrational when they imagined losing something they thought belonged to them.

	The illusion of scarcity was a powerful weapon when deployed correctly. Of course the Coalition had more than enough troops in reserve for all of them. Katherine would never deploy them all at once.

	She sat back in her chair, displaying outward patience, waiting until tempers heated to the point where the arguments made against O’Shannon began to sound like open threats. 

	Finally, she raised a hand for silence. “The Coalition will do whatever we have to do to ensure each of you has the troops you need. I personally guarantee it.”

	The leaders reluctantly stopped arguing, and Katherine softened her voice, adding just enough warmth. “Prime Minister O’Shannon is simply concerned for her people, just as all of you are. I can’t in good conscience turn down a request for help from any of you. If Tara needs the Coalition’s help, she has it. All of you will have the extra troops you requested, and I will find a way to do this without tapping the reserves.” Katherine focused on O’Shannon, who looked even worse than before, which was saying something. “I’ll get you more troops. In fact, I’ll pull soldiers from Infinitek’s own facilities if I have to. You’ll have more men to patrol your wall by tomorrow night.”

	“Thank you,” Tara said. She looked back at her holotab and didn’t say another word for the rest of the call.

	When Katherine had addressed everyone else’s concerns and the call ended, she slipped her medication from the pocket sewn in her dress and placed it on her tongue. As the bitter pill dissolved, she closed her eyes for a long moment, listening to the sound of her heart thudding in her ears. When her pulse slowed from the effect of her medication, she opened her eyes.

	“Aurora,” Katherine said quietly, “Call Captain Wells on the holo array.”

	Carson appeared after a moment, sitting behind his desk in the security building that stood at the far edge of the Raines’ property. 

	“You have orders for me, ma’am?”

	“Yes,” she replied. “I promised O’Shannon she’d have more troops by tomorrow. Send border patrol reinforcements to Western Europe, and then fulfill every request we’ve put off for the past month from the other nations.”

	His gray eyes watched her with intensity. “Anything else?”

	“Deploy your men. Let’s finish this.”

	He gave her a curt nod. “It will be done within the hour.”

	When Captain Wells ended the call, Katherine took a deep breath and finally dropped her mask, staring at her reflection in the holoscreen across the room. 

	Fresh energy moved through her, making her feel alive, as she always did when she’d waged a battle and won.

	Her mouth lifted at the edges, and her brown eyes glittered in the low light of her office, bright with victory. It was done. O’Shannon’s replacement would be much more amenable to Coalition oversight. He understood what was needed to create a better world.

	On every call for the past few weeks, Katherine had been careful to show nothing but patience and support for the Prime Minister. She’d also held back troops as a precaution, ensuring each nation felt the pinch of too-few men. Every leader had publicly attacked O’Shannon today. Which meant that when they inevitably questioned the official story and suspected foul play, they’d suspect one another, not Katherine or the Coalition. 

	The less the world leaders trusted each other, the more they would rely on the Coalition for guidance and mediation. Which was in everyone’s best interest.

	“Aurora?”

	“Yes, Katherine?”

	“In two hours, inform Izzy that Prime Minister Tara O’Shannon has been killed in a terrorist attack.”

	“Certainly. Can I be of any further assistance?”

	“Add one item to her task list. She is to order gifts, to be delivered to the O’Shannon home in London tomorrow morning, with our deepest condolences. And do remind her to get something extra special for Tara’s little girls… and include a personal message. I want that family to know we’re here for them if they need anything.”
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	 “No. More,” Eli panted, pressing a hand into his side. “I’m thirsty.”

	“We’re almost home.” Selene stopped running and glanced behind her for the thousandth time. The sun was nearly down, and the sun-bleached highway was still empty in both directions. No one had followed them. No cops. 

	“Waaah-ter.” Eli flung his arms in the air dramatically, then collapsed in the grass.

	“Fine. One drink.”

	“Well I’m hungry, too.” Eli eagerly took the thermos, gulping down water.

	Selene’s legs shook as she handed him some fruit. Her stomach growled, and she grabbed a peach for herself and dropped to the ground beside Eli. The fruit’s sweet flavor flooded her mouth, washing away the sour taste that had formed there. A breeze picked up, a gift against her damp skin.

	Eli devoured his peach even faster than she did and tossed his pit into the woods. “Anders could’ve told on us for our gun.”

	“Yeah.” And it’s only a matter of time until he does. 

	“I was riiiight.” Eli sang. “He likes you. That’s why he didn’t tell.” Eli’s grin was way too self-satisfied for an eight-year-old. 

	“Sorry, buddy. You’re wrong. You can’t like someone you don’t know.” Selene stood and stomped on her peach pit, driving it into the ground. Anders was a threat to her family, and she needed to get home and tell Nan everything.

	Everything, except for the part about how his chest had felt beneath her hand… how that strange electricity had run between them as she looked into his eyes. Nan didn’t need to know about that.

	“Well, I think Anders is awesome. He was like Thor!” Eli piped up, his eyes bright. “In the epic battle for bits, Thor rushes in, wielding his mighty hammer to smite Loki’s scanpad. Then—”

	“Uh-uh!” Selene shook her head and sighed, her throat tightening at the thought of the bitstorage card in her bag. What would Nan do when she found out all those bits were useless? Counterfeit. I’m such an idiot. 

	“Hurry up,” she said to Eli as she started walking again. “I can see the drive from here. Let’s go.”

	Eli groaned, but he hopped to his feet and followed.

	He lasted five seconds before starting with the kissing noises. “Guess who I am. I’m—”

	“Annoying?”

	“I’m Anders,” Eli said, in a mock deep voice. “And you can get to know me.”

	“Be quiet.” 

	Eli laughed and skipped ahead of her, making more kissing noises as he went.

	She smiled despite herself and chased after him, all the way to the drive, dropping her bag in the process. She pushed him to the grass, tickling him.

	Eli giggled. “Okay. Okay, I’ll shut up!”

	“Not good enough. You have to promise not to say anything about Anders to Nan. I will tell her what she needs to know.”

	“I-I won’t. I promise,” he wheezed.

	Selene let up. “Not a word?”

	“Okay.” He grinned and escaped, jumping to his feet. “I did not just see that.”

	“Ha.” Selene picked up her bag. “I’m giving you a head start. Better run.”

	Eli scampered down the dirt drive, and Selene’s gaze landed on the dusty earth below. Her good mood vanished. 

	Tire tracks. Goosebumps raced along her arms, and she knelt to touch the light marks. Definitely tire tracks. Leading all the way to the gate.

	But Nan’s car was dead… and no cop cars had passed them on their way home. 

	Eli circled back to Selene’s spot, confused.

	“Come here.” She dragged him off the path and into the trees. Dried pine needles crunched beneath their feet, and the scent of earth and decay wafted over them.

	Eli tried to shrug her off, and she dropped her bag on the ground and crouched down to meet his wide eyes. “Stay here. And no matter what, don’t move.”

	“Why?” He looked back to the drive, afraid. “I don’t want to stay here.”

	“I need to check the house. Just stay here, okay?”

	He shook his head and crossed his arms. “I don’t want to.”

	“This is important. Stay. Here.”

	“But—”

	“Stay here! Promise you won’t move, no matter what. I’ll be right back.” She kissed him on the cheek, and he nodded sullenly and wrapped an arm around Selene’s pack, as if to protect it.

	She crept out of the woods, removed her gun from its holster, and switched off the safety. Her arms shook as she held it up, walking slowly along the edge of the drive, listening for sounds ahead. The weight in her chest grew with every step, and she couldn’t make herself release her grip on the gun to wipe the sweat from her eyes. Was the gate cracked open?

	No. You’re just being paranoid.

	But her thumping heart disagreed. There were tire tracks under her feet, and Nan’s car wasn’t running.

	As she neared the gate, she heard them. Voices.

	Her mind skipped back like a cast on rewind. That blond woman had asked about the homestead. What had she said?

	“Lots of hard work when you don’t have enough hands to help you run it.”

	Selene had agreed. She’d told them they were short-handed and vulnerable.

	During the first food shortage in years.

	Selene’s heart beat harder as she jogged the last few yards to the sagging wooden fence. Pressing up against it, she peered through the cracked slats.

	No one in the front yard. She could smell the damp soil, the foul scent of chicken shit, and the sweeter scents of the garden plants wafting over from the back. There, just beyond Nan’s car. Selene’s entire body went cold as she made out the back of a familiar SUV.

	The travelers from this morning. Criminals. Armed and dangerous.

	Nan was inside all alone. Had they hurt her?

	Selene pushed open the gate, and it swung inward with a loud creak. She waited a few seconds, not breathing, to see if anyone had heard. When no one came, she darted into the yard and ran to the bushes in front of the house.

	As she reached them, a loud squawk sounded, and she whirled, her gun aimed at the source of the sound. She’d disturbed one of the chickens. It huddled close to the porch—not in the coop where it should be at this hour. Had the intruders heard?

	“Load it up.” A man’s voice carried through the yard from around the back. Selene’s heart seemed determined to leap out of her chest, and she struggled to breathe. I have to find Nan.

	“… Faster.” Another man’s voice, deeper.

	Selene ran at a crouch alongside the bushes to the side of the house. She peeked through the leaves as the bearded man came into view. He was carrying a crate.

	Heat flooded Selene, and lights danced around the edges of her vision. They were stealing her food. Food she’d grown and canned. Did they have guns like the cast had said? She’d kill them.

	She started to round the bushes.

	“Stop. If I have to use this, I will.” A woman’s voice drifted through the open front window.

	“Go ahead.” Nan’s voice.

	Selene sank down in front of the house, panting, staring at the gun in her hands. Nan. Nan was in the house with someone, and Selene had to save her first.

	The front stairs would creak—no way around it. She climbed them fast, and the old boards groaned under her weight, the sound echoing through the yard.

	Selene ducked beneath the window, flattening herself against the peeling paint. She could barely hear over the roar of her own pulse.

	“Don’t move,” the woman warned from inside the house. The blond woman? No. It was a young voice.

	Through the open window, Selene heard wooden floorboards creak. The intruder was crossing the living room. Selene stiffened, not daring to breathe as she felt the presence of a person standing at the window right above her.

	Don’t look down. Don’t come outside.

	The footsteps receded, and Selene took a shaky breath. She glanced around the empty front yard again and listened for the men in the back. Muted, deep voices, the familiar rattle of glass jars. Selene ground her teeth and turned to look over the windowsill.

	Nan sat at the table, her hands tied together with rope. A short, thin girl with straight black hair aimed a shotgun at her. The girl had Asian features… She was the one who had been in the SUV.

	“Where’s the girl who lives here?” The intruder lifted her gun higher, training it at Nan.

	Selene dropped back under the sill, trying to think. Could she overpower the girl, take her as a hostage? 

	“We know you don’t live alone,” the girl said.

	“I told your folks, already,” Nan said. “I’m just their grandmother. They live in town.”

	Selene swallowed hard and inched away from the window until she stood next to the front door. Please be unlocked.

	All the days she’d spent practicing her shooting, trying to keep herself calm, keep her aim true—that part of her took over, and her muscles relaxed, despite the adrenaline rushing through her. The men called to one another in the backyard again, and the wind picked up. A gust of it blew through the porch, causing the whole house to creak.

	She lifted her gun and carefully twisted the knob. Unlocked.

	If thieves wanted to fuck with her family, they would pay the price.
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	Selene stayed hidden, gun ready, as the front door swung slightly inward. Her heart pounded as another breeze swept through the yard. The door creaked loudly and blew the rest of the way open.

	“Who’s there?” the thief called.

	Nan laughed. “You’re talkin’ to the wind. What, never lived in an old farmhouse like this one?”

	“You have no idea.”

	Thanks, Nan. Selene took a deep breath and held it as boots moved across the living room again. Eight years in this tiny house had taught her the shape and sound of every board. When the girl hit the loose one next to the door, Selene rushed in with her gun out.

	The girl gasped and brought her hands up, the shotgun still in one of them.

	A high surged through Selene. “Lay the gun down,” she said through gritted teeth. “You try to shout, anything, I have no problem putting a hole in your head.”

	The girl’s dark eyes glinted with anger, but she slowly lowered the gun to the floor.

	“They have more weapons out there,” Nan said, her voice even. “I’m tied up.”

	Selene didn’t take her eyes off the girl. “Untie her. Don’t try anything.”

	The girl pursed her lips, then nodded and returned to Nan. Selene followed but positioned herself so anyone glancing through the back door wouldn’t catch sight of her. 

	“Hurry up.” Selene kept one eye on the back porch as the thief untied Nan. Her heart thumped a staccato beat against her ribs, and she licked her dry lips. What if the rest of them decided to come inside right now?

	As soon as Nan was free, she grabbed the girl’s arm and dragged her to the couch, shoving her down onto it. The girl pressed her lips into a thin line and looked up at them both. Her face was a mask. Why was she so calm?

	“Nan,” Selene whispered. 

	Nan picked up the girl’s shotgun. Her hands were shaking. Badly. She squeezed Selene’s arm. “Where…?”

	Where is Eli? That’s what Nan wanted to ask but couldn’t.

	Selene gave a slight nod of her head to reassure Nan, not taking her eyes or her gun off the girl. “These people are the ones who bought all our food. I saw three of them on the cast in the market. The cops are looking for them.”

	The girl didn’t even blink.

	Nan ventured closer to the screen door and peeked through. 

	“Two men and one woman out there now,” Nan said. “I think only the men have guns.”

	Outside, the cellar door squealed on its hinges, and a car door slammed. Selene’s heart rate spiked.

	“Get out of here, Selene.” Nan ordered. “Hide. I can handle this.”

	Selene risked a quick glance at Nan. She had the shotgun raised, pointed at the back door. 

	“I can’t—”

	“There’s no time for this. Leave.”

	Thieves were stealing everything. And Nan wanted her to run. Run like they’d run from Infinitek. Hide like she’d been hiding for eight years. And the worst part of it was, every cell in Selene’s body wanted to run and hide right now. 

	The girl folded her hands in her lap, her face still expressionless. She didn’t match the others. Not just because of her features but because of her old jeans, dirty pullover, and muddy boots. The others had been wearing summer clothes, unfit for working in. Hate surged through Selene at the calm look on the girl’s face. 

	Her body heated up, and her heart pumped harder.

	Another door slam. “… inside the house!” a woman’s voice shouted.

	Nan moved back and sidestepped into the hallway. She pressed her back to the wall, gun ready.

	“… by the gate.” A man said from the porch. The screen door creaked open, and the bearded man stepped into the house, bringing some of the dying sunlight with him… and something else.

	He was pushing Eli ahead of him, hand wrapped around the back of his neck.

	The man’s eyes went big at the sight of Selene, and Nan raised the shotgun from where she hid.

	If she shot blind, she would put a round right through Eli.

	“No, Nan!” Selene yelled. “He has Eli.”

	Nan faltered and backed against the wall. The man had his pistol to Eli’s temple in an instant.

	Selene’s legs went weak, and the pressure in her chest exploded, leaving her dizzy. How had this happened? This was all wrong. A waking nightmare. She couldn’t lose Nan. Couldn’t lose Eli.

	“Come on outta there.” The man glared at Selene while calling out to Nan. 

	Nan took a careful step into view, her shotgun aimed at the man.

	They all stood in tense silence, and none of them moved.

	“They hurt you, Ivy?” the man finally asked.

	The girl shook her head.

	“We’re not trying to hurt anybody,” Nan said roughly. “Let my boy go, and you’ll get your girl.”

	The blond woman appeared on the porch. “What’s going on?”

	“Trouble.” The man tightened his grip on Eli’s neck, and he winced. “Go get Tom.”

	She fled down the porch steps, disappearing from view, leaving them all staring at each other in silence again. Selene’s mind raced, but before she could make any decision or move, the old man, Tom, arrived. He stepped through the door, his pistol raised, and aimed it right at Nan.

	Selene’s own gun felt damp in her grasp, threatening to slide right through her hands and hit the floor. She gripped it harder and raised it so it was even with Ivy’s head. “Let my brother go.”

	Tom studied Selene and shook his head. “You’re gonna put that gun down right now.”

	“I called the cops,” Selene said. “They’ll be here soon.”

	The bearded man exchanged a look with Tom and shook his head. “See, I think you’re lyin’ about that. You got no off-grid exemption number on your gate. Yet you’re off the grid, sellin’ illegal food and standin’ there with a weapon. Cops ever come here, they’ll arrest y’all nine ways ‘til Sunday.”

	Tom lifted his hands in the air and walked straight into the path of Nan’s gun.

	Nan stumbled back. “I’ll shoot.”

	“Go ahead, lady. There ain’t no ammo in that one.”

	Selene bit back a gasp, and Nan went pale. She backed up a step and checked the chamber.

	“Empty.” Nan had a look of disbelief on her face as she let the gun clatter to the floor. Tom lowered his weapon on Nan, and she went still.

	Empty. Ivy had been holding Nan hostage with an empty shotgun. Selene’s head buzzed, but she fought through the panic and stepped closer to Ivy, her gun inches from the girl’s forehead.

	“What if… none of you have ammo?” Selene barely heard her own voice. “What if I’m the only one with a loaded gun?” 

	Tom gestured at Nan with his gun. “You willin’ to bet your family’s life on that?”

	The bearded man pressed his pistol deeper into Eli’s temple, and Eli whimpered. Selene’s heart leapt into her throat.

	“Selene. Listen to me.” Ivy spoke in an even tone, despite the fact that she was staring down the barrel of Selene’s gun. “We ran out of ammo for the shotgun. But their guns are loaded. And no one has to get hurt.”

	“Shut up.” Selene’s mind raced. “You were holding my Nan hostage. You wouldn’t use an empty gun if you had loaded ones.”

	“No one has to get hurt.” Ivy’s voice had a desperate edge now. “Think. They weren’t worried about an old lady. They were worried about the cops.”

	Eli whimpered again, and Selene couldn’t think straight. This girl was trying to trick her into making a mistake.

	“Put the gun down, Selene.” Nan said.

	“No. They’ll kill us.”

	Nan’s lips trembled. “You have to do it.”

	“Why do you trust them?” Selene’s voice rose, panic in it.

	“I don’t.”

	“The second you put that gun down,” the bearded man said, “I’ll hand your brother over. I swear it. Ivy’s right. No one’s gonna get hurt here if you do what we say.”

	“Put it down,” Nan repeated, her voice strained.

	Selene’s throat closed, and her eyes burned as she met Eli’s frightened ones. He’d begun to shiver from fear. Her mind grew hazy, too many thoughts flying around at once. What choice did she have?

	She slowly lowered her gun to the ground.

	As soon as Selene’s gun hit the ground, Ivy lunged forward, lightning fast.

	She grabbed the weapon and aimed it at Selene, her face a hard mask again. “All three of you. On the couch.”

	Selene balled her hands into fists, shaking, as the bearded man released Eli into Nan’s arms. Nan dragged Eli over to the couch, and Selene sank down beside them, rage bubbling up within her. Her hate was a fire twisting inside her, spreading. If she ever saw these people again… she’d take everything from them.

	“Got any more guns?” Ivy asked. “Where’s the rest of your ammo?” She aimed the gun at Selene, as if she knew Selene was the wild card, the one who would kill them all if she got the chance.

	“You’re holding all we have,” Nan said, pulling Eli close.

	Tom yelled something to the woman, and she pushed through the screen door. She couldn’t even look at her prisoners. The three of them began hastily opening cupboards, pulling everything out.

	Selene shifted on the couch, choking back an angry scream as they loaded crates with precious supplies: pasta, dried beans, flour.

	“We’re running out of room,” the woman said as she carried a crate out the door. “Another few crates. Then we need to leave.”

	“What else?” Tom turned and looked at Ivy. “What else should we take?”

	Ivy blinked a few times, hesitating.

	“Anything else?” the bearded man echoed. He looked anxious now as he wiped sweat off his face. “You said we needed to take more than just food.”

	“Yes.” Ivy responded flatly. “Anything made in a factory. Small items in decent shape that can only be purchased with bits.”

	Selene sank deeper into the couch, feeling sick. Dizzy. What was this? Who were these people? Ivy was somehow the real leader here. Not the others. Not the ones whose faces were on the cast.

	The men disappeared down the hallway, and within a minute, they were dragging two wooden trunks down the hall. Nan’s trunk. And the trunk Selene shared with Eli.

	Selene nearly leapt to her feet, but Ivy saw the movement and lifted the gun higher in warning.

	“Please don’t take them.” Selene’s voice cracked. “We can’t replace those.”

	The men ignored her and opened up both trunks to sift through them. Everything they’d brought from Seattle was in those trunks, and it wasn’t much. The dead holo gear, the plaid skirt Selene had been wearing the day they fled the city, one of Eli’s baby blankets, the memory cubes that held all the footage of her parents. Selene’s eyes burned as they reached the bottom of the trunks.

	The bearded man lifted a large metal tin out and cracked it open. “Got some jewelry in here. Some tech-cubes, holo gear.” He lifted an earring out. A molecular model fashioned from metal hung from the post.

	That jewelry had belonged to Selene’s mother.

	“No!” Selene leaned forward, no longer caring about the gun in her face. “Please don’t take that. Please. You can take the rest.”

	Nan grabbed Selene’s wrist, over her cuff, and pulled her back. Ivy tracked the movement, keeping her gun on Selene, and her eyes widened slightly. 

	“Ivy?” Tom asked.

	“It’s all valuable,” Ivy said softly.

	Selene watched through blurred vision as the men carried her things to the door.

	“I’ll be right out,” Ivy said. “Start it up.” She lifted the gun on her prisoners. “I’m sorry. Truly, I am.”

	Selene threw an arm across Nan and Eli, as if that would somehow protect them. After all this, was she going to kill them anyway? 

	“None of us were like this before.” Ivy’s voice was almost a whisper.

	“Go to hell.” Selene forced the words out.

	Ivy carefully backed away, still holding the gun on them. When she reached the door, she paused. Her dark eyes met Selene’s. “If you’re smart, you’ll leave this place. Head North. Get out of Georgia.” The words tumbled from the girl’s mouth as if she was regretting them even as she said them. “Before it’s too late.”

	Then she was gone, the screen door slamming shut behind her.

	Nan tightened her grip on Selene’s arm. “You have to let them go.”

	In less than a minute, they were gone, and the low hum of their SUV’s electric engine faded.

	Eli finally burst into tears, sobbing loudly, clinging to Nan. Selene leapt up from the couch, fighting tears of her own.

	“We’ll get through this,” Nan said. But she looked stricken. Not like she really believed it.

	Selene shook her head, unable to find breath to respond. The empty trunks mocked her. The bare cupboard promised starvation. She strode to the screen door, then ran out to the backyard.

	It was almost dark outside, and the open root cellar was a gaping maw in the dying light. She knew before she got to the bottom what she’d find.

	The rough-hewn shelves stared back at her. Bare. Months of work. Gone. How would they eat now? They’d never be able to can enough during the rest of the season to replace all this before winter.

	She choked back the lump in her throat, and as she exited the cellar, an awful thought occurred to her. She dashed across the yard, checking the gardens. Boot prints marred the dirt, and many of the plants hung at broken angles, stems snapped, leaves crushed.

	Only death awaited the broken ones, even if they still sucked water from the soil, thinking they had a chance. The tomatoes were almost gone, and the thieves had stripped most of the other plants. What was left wouldn’t feed them for long, and some of these plants wouldn’t bear anything else after this.

	Selene’s hatred flashed hot again, and she could barely see, barely think straight as she ran into the shed. A few of the tools were missing, but they hadn’t found the other two guns and the extra ammo.

	There was no more daylight left when she emerged from the shed, gun holstered to her belt, a flashlight, and their other gun in hand.

	Nan flipped on the porch light, casting a dim glow over the closest raised bed.

	“It’s all gone. And they destroyed the gardens,” Selene said, her voice thick. 

	Nan stood at the edge of porch, her arms crossed over her chest. “Please come inside.” Her voice sounded toneless. Empty. “We need to have a talk.”

	All my fault. This all started with the stand, with Selene’s own careless words—her selfish desire to get off the homestead and go to town. Eli and Nan both could have died tonight. And they still might. How could they ever come back from this?

	Selene marched up to Nan and handed her the other gun. Then she kept going.

	“What do you think you’re doing?”

	Selene ignored her, hurrying for the front gate. She rested her hand on her holster and loosened the chain. “Lock up behind me, and keep Eli safe. I have to fix this.”

	Selene shone her flashlight over the pitch-dark dirt drive and started jogging down it. The gate creaked open behind her.

	“Selene,” Nan called out. “Come back here.”

	“What’s happening?” Eli’s small voice carried through the darkness.

	Nan couldn’t follow without the car. And she wouldn’t leave Eli. Not after what he’d just been through.

	Selene ran faster, twigs cracking beneath her feet. The tangy scent of dried pine needles and leaves wafted from the woods on either side of her, and the frogs’ song droned in the night. Tiny flashes of light wove through the trees and appeared sporadically on the path in front of her—the fireflies were out now, dancing to a song only they could hear.

	Selene swallowed back a sob and kept going, grief and rage spurring her on. As she reached the end of the drive, panting, she bent over against the pain of the stitch in her side. 

	She fought to catch her breath, one hand on the gun. A gust of wind blew her black curls into her face, and the clouds parted above, revealing a full moon that cast a glow over the empty country highway before her.

	Aside from the fireflies, it was dark in every direction, no sign of cars. How was she even supposed to find the criminals, let alone catch up to them?

	She looked left, past her rickety stand hidden in the brush, toward town.

	The criminals wouldn’t go toward Telmont—not when the cops were after them. 

	But Selene had never gone right… What was out that way? She’d never even seen a map.

	A heavy weight settled in her chest, and a little sob bubbled up in her throat. It didn’t matter what she did, as long as she didn’t have to go back to the house and see how bleak the future looked. Hear the tone of hopelessness in Nan’s voice. Feel Eli’s new fear with him, a fear she knew from experience he wouldn’t be able to shrug off or easily forget. Ever.

	But Selene had to do something. Anything.

	So she turned right and ran toward the unknown. 
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	Katherine strode down the hallway toward the dining room, her heels sinking into the thick Persian carpet.

	“Aurora,” she said, “Is Isabela on her way to dinner yet?”

	“Yes, Katherine. She should be with you soon.” Aurora’s voice piped up from the speaker recessed in the hall ceiling.

	One of the wait staff, an overweight brunette in the house uniform—a navy dress with white apron—stood next to the heavy wooden doors. She kept her gaze on the carpet as she opened the door.

	No excuse for looking like that. Katherine hadn’t seen this fat servant before. She’d have to talk to the steward about his hiring practices. Appearances mattered—sloppy wait staff signified laziness and would make visitors believe the Raines family had low standards. 

	And that would never be true.

	As Katherine stepped into the dining room, the scent of dinner wafted over to her from the polished wood table. Two places had been set, though the table could seat up to sixteen.

	The servant pulled out a chair, and as Katherine sat, she poured rum into her glass. “Can I get anything else for you, ma’am?” 

	Katherine waved her away without a look. Seeing this woman stretching out the house uniform was going to make her lose her appetite. Once the servant had left, Katherine scanned the walls, sipping her rum and admiring the new tapestries hanging there.

	After entertaining Coalition members in this room year after year, she’d decided to honor them appropriately. Each tapestry sported logos embroidered in metallic thread for every one of the eleven Coalition members. Four hung on each wall, and on the back wall, Infinitek’s infinity symbol logo was flanked by a cube and a gear for Calliope6 and MetaTransport. A horizontal banner featuring the Coalition triquetra hung above all three. Calliope6 had grown too powerful as of late. Had gotten too bold, moving into industries owned by Infinitek. But there were going to be lasting consequences for that. Soon.

	“Aurora,” Katherine said, “Play the international public cast: latest news related to Prime Minister O’Shannon.”

	A holo projector emerged from the ceiling, and a Calliope6 newscaster in a well-pressed suit appeared before Katherine in 3D. An image of the burned-out car frame hovered beside him. Katherine’s lips twitched. The car was nothing but a black, twisted hunk of metal. Carson and his team had done the job well. 

	“Earlier today,” the newscaster said, “a car bomb took the life of Prime Minister Tara O’Shannon. She left behind two daughters and a husband. The Prime Minister was well-loved, and her assassination has shocked the citizens of Western Europe. An investigation is pending, but early reports indicate this may be the work of EEA sympathizers, perhaps the same ones who murdered a bus full of students near the wall yesterday.”

	A new image appeared—a man in his mid-forties in a pinstripe suit. A man Katherine knew well.

	“While the continent mourns the loss of its leader,” the newscaster continued, “Deputy Minister Josef Miliano has taken over the Prime Minister’s duties and will fulfill the remainder of O’Shannon’s term. He is expected to run next term and will likely maintain the position as a long-time favorite in the polls.”

	“That’s enough, Aurora.”

	The vid disappeared, and Katherine took a satisfied bite of her salad. 

	The Coalition would take some heat for not having prevented the assassination… but the fear and suspicion surrounding the Eastern European Alliance question needed to be stoked and maintained. 

	There were families who had been cut off from one another for decades because of that wall, and they had been responsible for terrorism in the past. Twelve EEA sympathizers had planned attacks, and been thwarted, during O’Shannon’s term alone and had been executed for it. Captain Wells had ensured one of their family members would take the fall for this assassination. 

	Now that so much of the world was under Coalition control, it was time to dismantle the EEA. But Western European citizens were unlikely to approve of a war in the current political climate, especially with the peace treaty. There were ways to change that, though. Despite what Katherine had told O’Shannon, the Coalition wasn’t certain what the EEA was capable of. Once they had sufficient intelligence on their weapon stockpiles, they would put an end to the EEA. She’d rather raze Old Russia to the ground than let them continue embarrassing the Coalition.

	The door creaked open behind her. Izzy. Finally.

	“Sorry I’m late, Mom.” Isabela’s normally straight, shoulder-length blond hair had a wave to it, and the light skin beneath her freckles was flushed. But otherwise, she looked the part of Katherine’s personal assistant. She wore silver flats, dark gray pants, a navy tunic that scooped low at the neck, and a form-fitting gray button up jacket. 

	The servant pulled out Izzy’s chair, and she murmured a thank you as she slid into it. When the door shut behind the servant, Izzy looked at Katherine, crystal blue eyes wide with confusion. “Fettuccini Alfredo? I told the chef I wanted a salad tonight.”

	Katherine took a sip of her rum. “Oh, honey, didn’t you used to love that when you were younger? I told the chef to make it for you instead. I wanted to surprise you.”

	“You know I’m on a diet,” she replied softly. Her shoulders stooped, and her voice got even quieter. “I’ve lost ten pounds.”

	Katherine furrowed her brow. “Have you? Maybe soon you’ll fit into my clothes.” She took another bite of her salad and shrugged, giving her daughter a pained look. “I really thought you’d appreciate me remembering how much you like that dish.”

	Izzy looked back down at her plate. “I do. Thanks.” She took a reluctant bite of the high-calorie pasta.

	“We’re making a trip out to the lab tomorrow, so be sure to complete your tasks early.”

	Izzy went still, her fork poised over her plate. She cleared her throat. “You’re leaving the property?”

	“Excuse me?” Katherine took another sip of rum.

	“It’s just… It’s been a few weeks since your last trip to the lab, hasn’t it?”

	“Is that the correct question, Isabela?” Katherine snapped. “You’ll never be able to lead Infinitek if you continue to ask all the wrong questions.”

	Izzy looked down, her lips pursed.

	“The correct question is, why are we going to the lab?”

	“Why are we going to the lab?” Izzy mumbled.

	Katherine sighed. “You know you sound slow when you mumble like that, honey. Speak up. We are going to the lab because Dr. Dalton has not delivered all the needed medication shipments to the quarantine zone, and his response as to why was unsatisfactory. We have no room for error in this situation.”

	“No. We don’t.” Izzy swallowed a bite of food, not looking at Katherine. “I’m surprised you want me to come with you.”

	“It’s time you resumed shadowing me,” Katherine said matter-of-factly. “It’s very important for you to learn how we handle things during an outbreak.” She took another bite of her salad, and they ate in silence for a few moments. 

	Izzy worked on her dish, chewing the pasta with her mouth closed. Why did she always sound like such a cow when she ate?

	Katherine let out a breath and poured herself some more rum. “Did you send gifts to the O’Shannon family?”

	Izzy’s blue eyes met Katherine’s, and she blinked slowly. “Yes. I did.”

	“Excellent.” Katherine gave her a small smile of approval. Izzy understood the necessity of certain actions, and she knew why O’Shannon had to go. “And your meetings today? How did they go?”

	“Infinitek management acts more offended each time I show up instead of you. Though they try to hide it.”

	“What did you do this time?” Katherine shook her head. “You shouldn’t allow them to disrespect you.”

	“Nothing… they keep asking when you’re coming back. It’s…” Izzy shoved another forkful of pasta in her mouth.

	“It’s what?”

	Izzy gulped down some water and wiped her mouth with her napkin. Katherine leveled a gaze at her, and her cheeks flushed.

	“It’s just that ever since…” Her voice grew quiet. “It’s been eight months, Mom.”

	Katherine went rigid. “You are there as an extension of me,” she said, biting off the words. “Management knows that. What did they say?”

	“Nothing,” Izzy said quickly. “It’s just… a feeling I get when I go there.”

	“You expect me to make decisions based on ‘a feeling’ you have about what management thinks? Really, Izzy. Maybe we should hire a psychic to run Infinitek,” Katherine said brightly. “Then I can just retire.”

	Izzy’s brows twitched, and her face went blank. “They were also planning security for the awards show today.”

	“And?”

	“All the Coalition CEOs will be there. I think Infinitek should have a representative.” Izzy bit her lip.

	“We will. Several board members will be there with their spouses.”

	“But… we’re the head of the Coalition. These are our awards…”

	Katherine stabbed at her salad, grinding her teeth at the nervous way Izzy kept trailing off. Her weak personality was making Katherine feel ready for another dose of her medication. But she preferred to medicate in private.

	“I’d like to go to the awards show,” Izzy said softly.

	Katherine let out a laugh. “Absolutely not. The Raines family does not do red carpet events. Besides, you’re much safer out of the public eye.”

	They ate in silence after that, but with each bite of pasta, Izzy’s fork scraped across the plate loudly, grating on Katherine’s nerves even worse than her sloppy chewing.

	When Katherine had finished half her salad, she tossed her napkin over the plate and downed the second glass of rum. “I’m turning in. I have work to do tomorrow before we can leave for the facility, and I imagine so do you.” 

	Izzy scraped her plate again and didn’t answer.

	“Did you hear me?” Katherine snapped.

	Izzy sniffed. “Maybe management would respect me more if you let me appear in public once in a while to represent Infinitek.”

	Katherine narrowed her eyes, but Izzy wouldn’t look at her. “It is not your job to attend PR events.”

	“Yeah, I guess no one can plot against me if they don’t remember I exist.” Izzy’s voice cracked, and her hand shook as she twisted her fork into the pasta. She took in a shaky breath, and her words came out in a rush. “When I was younger… I understood why you kept me home. But you went to every event at my age… You were married already.” She looked up, rare defiance on her face, and her voice rose. “Eight months ago… that gunman had no chance of getting past your security! You were safe. We are safe. Yet, for some reason, I’m only allowed to leave the house to follow you around or to attend meetings you should be attending.”

	Adrenaline shot through Katherine’s veins, rage sparked by her daughter’s insolence. Her heart rate spiked as she he lunged forward, grabbing Izzy’s wrist.

	She squeezed, hard, forcing Izzy to drop her fork. Her daughter had gone perfectly still, her eyes riveted to Katherine’s, only her throat moving as she swallowed.

	Katherine tightened her grip. “I have given my whole life for this company,” she whispered threateningly. “Your brother never would have wasted his time worrying about red carpet events. He would have done his duty for this family, as I have. I knew early on he had what it took to lead.” Katherine dug her nails in deeper, and Izzy winced. “Yet, for some reason, I was left with the inferior child. Life isn’t always fair, Isabela. If anyone knows that, it’s me.”

	Katherine twisted her daughter’s wrist and let go. Izzy hugged it to her chest, the nail marks oozing bright red blood, standing out in sharp contrast to her pale skin. Her light eyes glistened, proving, once again, that Izzy’s father had contributed too much flawed DNA to her genome. 

	Ian had been strong from birth, the spitting image of Katherine’s great-grandfather, with the same intelligence and stubborn personality that both Katherine and her father had used to create the Infinitek empire. Her father. He wouldn’t have stood for Izzy’s ineptitude. He was a man of principle, and he expected everyone in his family to rise to his expectations.

	As Katherine pushed away from the table and stood, a drop of blood seeped into Izzy’s tunic. She rubbed at it, her long blond hair hanging in her face. Katherine would give anything to see Ian in her seat right now—a guarantee that Infinitek would live on.

	“It should have been you,” Katherine said, her voice dripping with disgust. She whirled and left the dining room, stomach churning, her dinner ruined. Her mouth felt too dry, her skin too hot.

	The sound of Izzy shuffling out of the dining room behind her annoyed her even further. Katherine’s father would have been horrified if she had ever acted as worthless as her daughter. How had she gotten stuck with such a selfish, ungrateful child?

	Once she’d turned down a few hallways, leaving the servant and Izzy behind, Katherine fumbled with her dress strap, feeling for the hidden pocket sewn into the seam. 

	Empty.

	Her heart beat faster. She was out of grimp until she reached the master bedroom. It called to her from the east wing, but tonight, something else called to her even more loudly.

	She wouldn’t be able to sleep until she’d visited the third floor.

	Katherine walked faster, past the library and sitting rooms, to the old, unused staircase tucked away at the end of a poorly lit hall at the back of the house. She glanced behind her, but there was no one in sight. Nothing but silence and the same heavy rugs and wooden furniture that decorated every hall in this house. She quickly pressed her hand to the scanpad she’d had installed years ago. 

	The lock disengaged, and Katherine glanced behind her one more time before opening the heavy door. It was steel overlaid with a veneer of wood—a security door that guarded the only staircase in the house that led to the third floor and the original Raines family quarters. 

	As Katherine started up the dark staircase, the soft green glow of the luminescent steps sparkled beneath her feet. Ghost light, resurrecting the dead. Katherine tightened her hand on the banister, sliding it along the cool metal, as she floated up three levels.

	She pressed her palm to the scanner at the top of the stairs and pushed through the door. Dim, round lights embedded in the floor lit up automatically, illuminating the first few feet of hallway—a wood floor overlaid with a thin runner. Katherine’s clothing suddenly felt too tight, restrictive. It was stuffy up here—hot, dusty. When had Katherine last allowed the staff up here to clean?

	She could order Aurora to activate day mode, but she never would. It needed to be as it had been that night.

	Katherine kicked off her heels and walked down the hall slowly. The thin, stiff carpet poked into the soles of her feet, and as more lights lit up low on the wall, she glimpsed dust motes floating through the still air.

	She passed the double doors of her old master bedroom, then Izzy’s old room, then more empty rooms. She turned right and headed for the end, to the room Ian had chosen for himself.

	Katherine’s heart was beating too hard when she reached his wooden door, and she took a deep breath. Ian’s room had an old-fashioned lock on it, and she could feel the outline of the key under the rug with her bare foot. She hadn’t let the staff take away his things. She’d locked the door, leaving the room as he had left it. Then she’d shut down the entire floor and moved the family sleeping quarters.

	Katherine stepped up to the door and pressed her palm to it, swallowing, her throat in a vise. “Aurora,” she whispered. “Play.”

	Aurora didn’t respond, because she’d been instructed never to respond, only to follow the order the speaker in the ceiling picked up.

	Katherine leaned into the door, pressing her ear to it, and closed her eyes. There it was, the faint familiar melody. Stay, by Sara Kerrigan. It was difficult to hear through the thick wooden door, but the volume went up slightly on the second verse, just as it always did.

	Because on that night, Katherine had walked through the door the moment the song reached the second verse. Ian had left his bedroom a mess, like always, and his music stream had still been playing on his speakers.

	There was no way he could have known that song would be playing… but the lyrics still taunted her, reflected the horror she’d felt when she’d realized the truth.

	Her son had left her, left her like all the rest, left her to pick up the pieces and shoulder everything. But he hadn’t deserved to pay the ultimate price for his one selfish mistake.

	Katherine pressed closer to the door, feeling the cool wood against her heated skin, waiting for the song to end.

	 

	Can you see me as I am?

	Can you love me? Say you can.

	I was blind, but now I see.

	You’re not what you claimed to be.

	You always lie. You turn away,

	destroy with what you never say.

	 

	You should’ve stayed,

	stayed by my side,

	but you turned away— 

	turned away, left me alone 

	when all you had to do…

	was stay.

	When all you had to do…

	was stay.

	 

	The song stopped abruptly at the exact same second that it had stopped that night, when she’d screamed at Aurora to shut off the music.

	Katherine’s pulse fluttered in her neck, and she heard her heartbeat in the silence.

	“Aurora. Play,” she whispered.

	Katherine relived the memory, relived it like she had on a thousand nights like this one… when her bare feet had sunk into the rug as she walked down the hall, to stand here outside a locked door she’d never open again. The song started to play, and Katherine pressed her ear to the door.

	Ian had been in a terrible mood that day, so when he’d missed dinner, Katherine had shrugged it off—he was upset, but he’d see the wisdom of her decisions in the morning, as he always did. 

	But somehow, deep down, she’d known.

	After dinner, when she was lying in her bed… she knew.

	As she padded from the master bedroom to his, her heart racing… she knew.

	Before she pushed the door open… she knew.

	She knew Ian was already dead.

	And that he’d been that way for hours.
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	 “Anders! I told you to go home.”

	Anders cracked an eye open and found an LED globe way too close to his face. Uncle Jay was holding it. “Get up.”

	Anders shielded his eyes and darted a glance at the shuttered window. It was still dark out. Hell no.

	He rolled over and buried his face in the pillow. “Go away.” He said, his voice muffled.

	“Your dad just called over the walkie. He’s almost to the tunnel.”

	Fuuuuck. Anders shot into sitting position and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, just in time to see Jay scurrying out of the bedroom. He needed to get out of here before his dad found him. 

	Anders was in his mother’s childhood bedroom, in the brass canopy bed his uncle only kept around for him. Anders grabbed his jeans and shirt off the floor where he’d discarded them after spending half the night helping Uncle Jay fix tech.

	His uncle was down the hall, in his office, quickly sweeping away the extra tech from Thrift. Anders grabbed his backpack from where he’d left it next to the armchair. He hesitated, running a hand down his face, glancing at the Persian rug under Jay’s chair, at the trapdoor he knew was hidden beneath it.

	“What time is it?” Anders asked. “Why’d he come all the way out here?”

	“Almost dawn, and I don’t know,” Jay said. “He’s not happy. Probably not a good time to test him, so get out of here.”

	His uncle’s radio crackled. 

	“I’m here.” His dad’s voice rumbled loudly over the walkie. “Let me up.”

	Anders took Jay’s advice, moving as quickly as he could around the shelves and piles of books. He halted when he reached the front door, heart thudding. His uncle’s radio crackled from the other end of the house again. Then a creak sounded—the trap door opening.

	A short underground passage started somewhere outside the property, in the woods, and ran under the fence, dead-ending at the farmhouse. Only Jay, Anders, and his dad knew about the secret entrance, but only his dad knew how to find it, and only he had a key.

	Why was his dad here? What could be serious enough to risk a visit?

	His dad never told him anything. But this time he couldn’t stop Anders from listening in.

	He couldn’t help himself. He dropped his backpack by the door and hurried back to the office. The old boards kept creaking, and he cringed every time he hit one. But Uncle Jay would be underground right now, letting his dad through the second door.

	Anders made it back to the office and crouched outside, breathing fast. He peered through the wire shelf, glimpsing the room through the crack in the door. The rug had been rolled to the side, and the trapdoor gaped open.

	Silence.

	“… Penn’s.” His father’s deep voice drifted through the trapdoor. “… an off-grid girl. Anders needs to quit thinking with his dick.”

	Oh, fuck. 

	Selene.

	Anders took a quiet breath, his mind racing as Uncle Jay emerged from the hole in the floor. His father climbed out next, and Jay locked the trapdoor.

	His dad wasn’t in uniform, and his usual composure was nowhere to be found. He was wearing jeans, a plaid shirt, and boots, a cap pulled down over his eyes. And he was moving too fast, like he always did when he was pissed and trying to tamp his anger down. Not good. 

	His dad strode to the table and slammed his duffle onto it as Jay finished unrolling the rug.

	“Now what’s this about Penn’s and an off-grid girl?”

	Anders’ father tore off his cap and ran a hand through his short blond hair and down his stubble. “Anders figured out a way to block the tracker on his bike. I haven’t been able to get a hold of him all night, and you didn’t answer your walkie, either. Was he here?”

	“He isn’t allowed over here.” Jay said, his face revealing nothing.

	Anders pressed closer to the shelf, listening, his heart rate picking up.

	“So he didn’t happen to stop by with a bunch of electronic equipment from Penn’s?”

	EvasiveJay shrugged and slid into his chair.

	His father’s face twitched, but he said nothing, just unzipped his duffel bag. Oh, hell. His dad knew. He could see it on his face—he knew Jay was lying, yet said nothing. That meant he wanted something from Jay, and getting it was more important than calling out the lie. Right now. As soon as he had what he wanted…

	“Headquarters called a few hours ago,” Anders’ father said, his voice rough. “Yesterday, the Coalition got a soft ping on some possible counterfeit bits scanned at Penn’s. I don’t know why the hell Headquarters is so interested in this, but Anders was with the girl who tried to use them. He lied to Penn, told him the feed was messed up and that I already knew. Then he paid for the girl’s stuff.”

	Uncle Jay’s eyes widened slightly, and he shook his head, brows furrowing. “What do you need? We can’t let this escalate. Can’t have the Coalition pokin’ around here.”

	Anders’ dad pulled his unnetworked holotab out of his bag. He set the clear square on the table and gestured to bring up the interface. An image hovered above the table, but he was blocking Anders’ view.

	Uncle Jay leaned back in his chair, and it squeaked.

	His dad gestured sharply. “Security footage from Penn’s. You ever seen this girl or the boy?”

	Jay blinked but didn’t respond as the video played out. Anders could only see the outer edge of it, but he saw the top of his head and his backpack—then him opening the door and letting Selene and her brother pass.

	Jay cursed softly under his breath. “Did Headquarters see this?”

	“No.”

	“Did you get rid of it?”

	“Not yet. But I’ll do what I have to do.”

	Jay stood and started pacing. He looked worried.

	“Who’s the girl, Jay?”

	Uncle Jay didn’t answer.

	“Don’t try telling me you don’t know her.” His voice was calmer now.

	Anders’ muscles tensed. His dad’s voice was calmer because he knew he’d riled Jay up. If Jay tried to sell-out Selene…

	“I couldn’t risk searching the Central database,” his father continued. “But I checked my back-ups… No record of her face anywhere. She’s off the grid.”

	Jay crossed his arms behind his back and shook his head. “One soft ping on counterfeit bits that weren’t even used? This will blow over.”

	His father shook his head. “No. It won’t. I have to find out where those bits came from. Penn should have held that bitstorage card she used. I need it so we can run a trace on those bits.” 

	“Just delete the footage.” Uncle Jay shook his head. “Convince Penn there was a glitch in the feed yesterday.”

	“This is from Headquarters. When they call, they want results. If I don’t get them something concrete on this today, I could have a national squad from Seattle coming down here.”

	Uncle Jay’s eyes went wide, the color draining from his face.

	Anders’ heart beat faster at the look on Jay’s face. 

	“Anders won’t answer his god damn radio. You gotta give me somethin’, Jay.”

	“You’ve got to tell Anders,” Jay said quietly. “Tell him everything. This can’t keep happening.”

	Anders leaned into the shelf, straining to hear.

	“Now is not the time—”

	“When will it be time? He’s put all of us in danger. Again. Eventually, he’ll make a mistake you can’t erase. He can pull his own weight. He’s an adult.”

	Jay’s words made Anders’ gut twist and his heart pound harder. What was he talking about?

	His father grunted. “He’ll be an adult when he acts like one. I’ll decide what he needs to know and when.”

	Uncle Jay murmured something, and his dad gave a terse reply.

	Anders couldn’t hear what they said over the sound of his own heart. He tried to inch closer, but his movement pushed a book into the wall with a light thud.

	Crap.

	“…tell me who that girl is and where I can find her,” his father was saying, “and I’ll think on it. But Anders is going to—”

	“Stop.” Uncle Jay held up a hand.

	Anders didn’t breathe as Jay turned and looked right at the door.

	His dad let out a growl and grabbed his walkie from the table.

	Anders shut his eyes, grimacing.

	His walkie beeped from his pack, and the sound carried all the way from the front door. 
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	As the walkie’s beeping echoed down the hallway, Anders jumped to his feet to make a run for it. But he wasn’t fast enough. 

	His dad slammed through the door and grabbed Anders by the shirt, his light brown eyes blazing. He pulled Anders back into the office and kicked the door shut so he could slam him up against it.

	Anders’ breath whooshed out of him on impact, and his dad stepped back, hands balled into fists.

	Anders blanked his face and rubbed his chest. But he didn’t take his eyes off his dad.

	“Thought you’d be smart enough to get home before I did.”

	“We can’t all be as smart as you, Dad.” 

	“You sure aren’t. Tell me about that girl.” His voice rose. “What’s her name? How long have you been fucking her?”

	“Why? You jealous?”

	His dad looked at him with open disgust. “How much does she know about us?” 

	“Relax. I just met her yesterday.” Anders smirked. “All she knows is that the sheriff’s son helped her evade arrest.”

	His dad’s eyes got a wild look to them, and he returned the smirk. Then he walloped Anders upside the head with an open hand. 

	It stung, and Anders ground his teeth, ear ringing. His father stared him down, daring him to strike back.

	Anders’ face grew hot, and his muscles tensed. It’d been a long time since his dad did this, and Anders had hit back. It didn’t end well for either of them. Mostly it hadn’t ended well for Anders. But he was just as strong and just as tall as his dad now…

	“Loras.” Uncle Jay’s voice cut through the tension, smooth as butter. He held up a scrap of paper with his handwriting on it. 

	Adrenaline shot through Anders, and his hands curled into fists. His father shoved him up against the door again, hard, and let him go.

	He stalked over to the table and snatched the paper from Uncle Jay. “What do I need to know?”

	“Has to be that family. But I’ve only met the grandmother. Goes by Lydia.”

	Anders ground his teeth, his heart pounding. Is this what Uncle Jay did when he “worked” with his dad? Betray other off-gridders? The only person getting anywhere near Selene was going to be Anders.

	Uncle Jay wouldn’t even look at Anders as he sold her out. “They don’t have an exemption, so you’ll have to decide how you want to handle that. Fiercely private.”

	His father nodded. The redness in his face was fading. “Then they’re running from something. I need to know now: Did you have any part in erasing their IDs from Central?”

	Jay shook his head. “Don’t know who erased them. Lydia found us. I traded her clothes before—that’s how I know she’s got two kids around that age.”

	“Do I need to know about any other trades?”

	“You need to make sure you don’t search their property.”

	“Great.”

	Anders swallowed back his anger at Jay’s betrayal and tried to sound calm. “What are you gonna do, Dad?”

	“Clean up your mess before the Coalition gets here.” His father’s lips curled with disgust again. “You’re putting us all at risk when you pull this shit. You better be telling the truth. You meet her yesterday, or are you lying, like usual?”

	Anders forced out a laugh. “Am I? I don’t know, Dad. You’re the expert on lying. Isn’t there something you and Jay wanna tell me?”

	His Uncle and Dad exchanged a veiled glance. One he’d seen before. “What?”

	“You sure you want to know?” His father asked.

	Anders nodded.

	His dad put his hat on. “When you were a baby, I let Jay hold you. He dropped you on your head. We’ve blamed ourselves ever since.”

	Anders looked at the floor, willing himself not to punch the smug look off his dad’s face.

	“Keep him here for a few hours,” his father muttered.

	Uncle Jay started uncovering the trap door, and Anders sauntered over to the leather chair. He sank down into it and got comfortable. 

	“You’re gonna go to Selene’s house… That’s her name, by the way, and you’re going to do what, exactly?

	His father ignored him as he shoved his holotab and walkie back in his duffel.

	“She used bits, so if she’s an off-gridder, you have to arrest her. But if she doesn’t have an exemption, then she’s not really an off-gridder. Which means she’s illegally avoiding citizenship. Which means you’ll also have to arrest her. If you don’t, they’ll know you’re a corrupt cop. And no one can ever know that.”

	His father glared at him in warning.

	“But that’s not your worst problem.” Anders spoke evenly, his voice low. “Because if you bring Selene anywhere near that station, I’m gonna have to turn myself in, too.”

	Jay froze beside the trap door, his face a mask.

	His father smirked at him, but his eyes weren’t smiling. “You threatening us?”

	“I helped her,” Anders said. “If Selene or Penn or any of the witnesses at Penn’s get questioned by the Coalition, they’ll out me. If you arrest Selene, then you’ll have to arrest me, too. But if you let me talk to her first—”

	“No. You’ve already fucked up enough.” His dad slung his duffel over his shoulder.

	Jay unlocked the trapdoor, but he stopped short of opening it.

	“Open it,” his dad snapped. He pointed at Anders. “And make sure you keep that jackass away from me. I don’t care if he stays here for the next week.”

	“You really think they’ll tell a cop anything?” Anders asked with a smirk. “Selene already trusts me. I can get her to give me that bitstorage card and tell me how she got the bits. The Coalition will have their lead, and this will all go away.”

	“Jay, open the door,” his father barked. He didn’t look at Anders, but Uncle Jay was watching him intently. He was obviously listening. Considering it.

	A thrill raced through Anders. “Let me clean up my own mess this time. And if it goes sideways… well, the whole town knows I’m your reckless fuck up of a son. Everyone will believe I acted alone.”

	His father turned slightly but didn’t look at Anders. “You just don’t get it,” he said, his voice hard. “You’ve never acted alone. None of us has. If any of us goes down, and it will probably be you, what’s left of this family goes down, too.”

	The last part of his statement dripped with insincerity, and Anders shook his head and stared his dad down. Uncle Jay was the blind one, believing all that bullshit about family.

	The trapdoor opened with a creak.

	“Uncle Jay. Dad.” 

	They both looked at him, and he swallowed, trying to recall the words Jay had said to his father earlier. 

	“I’m sorry for putting this family in danger,” he said carefully. “I don’t want to be the one who brings us down… We’re all in this together, right? So we should all pull our own weight. Let me pull mine.”

	“Anders,” Uncle Jay said roughly. “Give us a few minutes. And don’t lurk this time.”

	Anders hesitated, looking from his dad’s stormy expression to his uncle’s. Uncle Jay would try to convince his dad to let Anders try. He could see it. He gave a slight nod and strode out the door, shutting it behind him. His chest felt strangely light as he walked down the hall and into the kitchen to grab a snack. 

	A jolt of energy bounced through him at the idea of seeing Selene again. If his dad wouldn’t agree, well… Anders had meant his threat, and if Dad wanted to test him, he could try.

	Anders could hear the low rumble of their voices as Jay and his dad argued, but he couldn’t make out any words from here.

	Anders waited.

	He couldn’t let another innocent girl have her life ripped apart by his dad. This time he’d stop him. His thoughts drifted back to Lex. She was his best friend, and the only thing she’d done wrong was trust Anders. She made the stupid mistake of telling him the truth about herself: she was an undocumented Protected, with no disc to give her away. Her mother had taken a black market dose of the gene therapy, and when the camps were created, she’d told Lex they needed to run… to leave Telmont for good and go off the grid. 

	Anders had gone to his dad for help. He should have gone to Uncle Jay… but he hadn’t been allowed over there as much after his mother died. He still remembered the look on Lex’s face the day they came for her and took her out of school. She’d known he was the one who betrayed her.

	Almost ten minutes passed before Jay showed up in the kitchen.

	Anders hopped off the stool. “Well? Where’s my dad?”

	“He’s gone.” EnigmaticJay leveled him with a look. “You made me a promise. I told you to leave.”

	Anders narrowed his eyes, starting to get worried that his dad was on his way to Selene’s already. “And you taught me that loyalty matters. That privacy is important. Is that what you do when my dad comes over here… sell out other off-gridders?”

	“When this is taken care of, we’re all going to have a talk.” His uncle didn’t look at him. “Sometimes the right choice isn’t always immediately apparent.”

	“How can you justify giving the sheriff Selene’s address when you know she’s hiding from the Coalition?”

	His uncle let out a heavy sigh and slapped a piece of paper down on the counter. “Here,” he said gruffly. “You got lucky. He got called into the station. A conference call with Headquarters.”

	Anders’ pulse picked up as he looked at the address scratched on the paper. “My dad said I can go talk to her?”

	“No.” Uncle Jay scowled. “But you’re right. You have a better chance to get what your dad needs. Be careful when you go over there… Lydia has guns. Use your walkie, and keep me updated. And you better get that bitstorage card, because I’m walking back into that office, and when I call your dad on the walkie and tell him what I did… I’m going to get fire rained down on me. Do not make me regret it.”

	“I won’t. You’ll see.” Anders grinned. “I’ll have that bitstorage card back here in an hour.” 
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	Bright light stabbed through Selene’s eyelids, and she groaned and rolled over. Something bit into her cheek, and the scent of grass and soil filled her nostrils.

	Murmuring.

	People talking.

	She jolted upright, looking around, fear making her dizzy. A car drove by, and the occupants looked at her with curiosity. Then another passed. She slapped a hand over her chest, feeling her windbreaker, zipped. Her gun felt heavy on her throbbing hip. But it was hidden, at least.

	Where am I?

	Selene crouched down in the grass, mind hazy and racing. The sky had shades of red and orange. She could still see the moon, but the sun would be out soon. Almost dawn, then. She’d gone right last night, walking through the dark. The road had snaked for miles and then dead-ended… and she’d turned right again. She’d sat down to rest… and now here she was.

	“Honey, are you okay?”

	Selene turned around abruptly, eyes wide. 

	Two older ladies stood a few feet away at the end of a sidewalk. One of them had a small gray dog, and it yipped at Selene.

	The woman took a step back when Selene looked at her, and she grabbed her friend’s sleeve.

	“Do you need us to call someone?” The other woman asked.

	Another car drove by, and Selene stumbled to her feet and took a few steps away from the women.

	“No. No, I’m okay.” Her voice came out hoarse, her heart racing. Had the suspicious one glimpsed her gun? 

	Shit. Behind the women, where the sidewalk began, the highway stretched into the distance, everything unfamiliar. Houses started a few yards ahead, and the woods thinned.

	Selene whirled around and started walking in the other direction. There were almost no houses that way, and the woods grew thicker, with only the occasional road punctuating the forest.

	Selene could feel the women still staring at her back, could hear them talking in low voices. What if they called the cops? Would they? They’d found a strange girl lying in the grass at dawn, and what if the suspicious one had seen her gun when she’d been asleep? Her throat closed, and she tried to walk faster. 

	Cars drove past, one every few minutes. Infrequent, but a road this busy before dawn was only going to get worse.

	A car honked, and Selene jumped. Her hand immediately went to her gun, and she swallowed back bile and started walking faster, doing her best not to look at the cars passing her.

	Selene saw a road ahead, to her left, and started jogging for it. Her heart sank as she reached it. It was just a paved drive that led into a housing development behind the trees.

	Had she passed this last night and not noticed? There had been some houses… some lights. Had she turned once… or twice? Had there been two dead-ends? Panic began to rise in Selene’s chest, making it hard to breathe. Nan would be worried sick by now.

	Selene’s muddled thoughts overwhelmed her, making her question her sense of direction.

	Just keep going. She knew, at least, she hadn’t walked that sidewalk in the other direction.

	Another car beeped, and Selene forced herself to slow down. She couldn’t be running in a place filled with people who might try to stop her or ask questions. Not when she had a gun.

	The sun inched higher, revealing a haze to the sky. Selene sniffed the air.

	She didn’t catch it at first, but then a light breeze blew.

	Wood smoke. 

	Doesn’t matter what’s burning or where. Gotta get home. 

	The traffic was getting worse, her anxiety growing with every step. She passed more housing developments nestled behind a screen of woods. None of this felt right.

	Every few seconds, a car passed, and the people inside stared at her.

	Still no sign of her road.

	Her stomach twisted, and when the passengers in yet another car stared at her as they drove by, she found herself blinking back exhausted tears.

	This had been her daydream—run away and survive. Blend in and be normal. She’d only ventured a few miles from home, and she couldn’t even handle that much.

	The traffic was picking up, and Selene’s lungs seized as she spotted a black car rounding the bend ahead.

	A cop car, with a Coalition symbol on the door.

	Selene kept her head down, Nan’s words from a long time ago filling her mind. 

	“Living like this has its purpose.” Nan had said. “When you look weak and unimportant—if you look poor and like you’re barely getting by, others won’t see you as a threat. You become invisible.”

	It didn’t work.

	“Ma’am?”

	Selene lifted her head, trying to keep the terror from her face. The police car had rolled up alongside her, and the window was down.

	The cop, an overweight woman with brown hair, was talking to her.

	Selene stopped walking, and her cuff felt like it was on fire beneath her sleeve. “Yes?”

	“Can I ask why you’re walking out here right now?” The cop looked her up and down, suspiciously.

	This was it. It was all over. Selene’s mind raced, searching for an appropriate lie. What would someone her age say? “I… I was at… I was at my boyfriend’s house…”

	Selene felt her face grow warm, and she risked a glimpse at the cop, who had an amused look on her face now.

	“Headed home before your parents wake up?”

	Selene averted her eyes and nodded, trying not to puke.

	“Alright. I hope you’re not walking alone out here at night. You know that’s a fine, and we’ve had reports of wildlife recently.”

	Selene nodded and almost collapsed with relief as the cop pulled back onto the road and kept going.

	The second the cop disappeared around the bend, Selene started jogging, searching for the road she was supposed to turn onto.

	Every time she left the homestead, she screwed up. She drew too much attention to herself, did all the wrong things, made all the worst choices.

	First the thieves, then Anders, and now she was lost, and all it would take was one person noticing her gun for her to screw up everything even worse.

	Maybe the universe was trying to tell her something. That she didn’t belong out here, in the real world.

	Maybe she belonged in a guarded camp, where she wouldn’t have the chance to screw up. At least if she was there, she wouldn’t keep making mistakes that put Nan and Eli’s lives in danger.

	When she glimpsed another paved street ahead, she perked up with fresh hope. Was this her road? It had to be. It looked like it was. Selene turned left, grateful to be getting away from the traffic and the threat of another person trying to talk to her.

	The road was completely empty here, filled with thick forest. She was free to run, no one watching, so she did. If she was lucky, home would be just around the next bend.

	Selene ran at least a mile before the stitch in her side made her quit. She’d thought this was her road, but now she doubted herself… Nothing on the winding country road looked familiar yet. Just ahead, there were tire ruts in the ground that turned into the woods. Had she passed this last night?

	“Shit.” Selene spun around, but she couldn’t even see the road she’d been on before. She leaned over, hands on her knees, and took deep breaths, trying to calm herself. Every problem could be solved. She wouldn’t remain lost forever. All she had to do was keep walking until something looked familiar.

	Gravel crunched behind her, and she whirled to find that a truck had emerged from the woods. She froze. 

	Two boys, maybe near Selene’s age, sat in the cab, laughing. They looked like the kind of people she saw in town—expensive clothes—but they were driving an older model pick-up truck. They had a cooler in the back and what looked like camping supplies. 

	Move before they see you.

	Keep going. 

	Go into the woods. Or walk around the truck. 

	Or cross the road to the other side. 

	Do something!

	But Selene’s body wouldn’t obey her screaming mind.

	The driver, an attractive black man, had his hands on the steering wheel—they weren’t using autodrive. The passenger, a fair-skinned man with dark hair, caught sight of her, and he nudged his friend and said something. Then he rolled down his window and gestured to her.

	“Hey, whatcha doin’ out here all alone?” His tone was friendly, but there was something about the look in his bloodshot eyes that made Selene’s stomach lurch.

	Her legs finally listened. She dashed across the road and kept going in an awkward half jog, half walk. It was too hard to run when she couldn’t even breathe.

	She looked back.

	They were following her.
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	As the low hum of the truck engine grew closer, Selene fought down panic, and the stitch in her side forced her to slow to a walk.

	Was she anywhere near home? She looked ahead at the road, but nothing looked familiar. Dread twisted in her belly, and her eyes burned as the truck slowed to match her pace.

	“Where you headed?” The passenger, the pale man with dark hair, leaned out the window. “Need a ride into town?”

	Selene’s heart raced, and she shook her head, not looking at the man.

	“Don’t be shy. We got plenty of room in here.”

	“No, thanks.” She forced the words out, keeping her head down. Her gun was on her right hip, where they couldn’t see it. She lightly touched it over her jacket, just to reassure herself it was still there. Not that she could use it without creating even worse problems for herself.

	“Gonna take a long time to walk to town,” the man called out.

	The guys exchanged low words and then laughed. Selene risked a glance in time to see the driver sneaking a drink from a dark bottle.

	“Look at her. She ain’t from town, Scott,” the driver said. “Not even sure she’s a citizen.”

	“What? No way. She’s too pretty to be an off-gridder.” Scott grinned at Selene and took a long drink from his own bottle. “Is my friend here right? You an off-gridder?”

	Selene looked away, a lump lodged in her throat, mind racing. What did they want from her? She needed them to leave, but they were drunk, and she had no idea how to make them go away. 

	Were they drunk? Drunk driving was against the law, and no car would start with a drunk in the driver’s seat, even on autodrive. But in an older car, there are tricks to bypass the breathalyzer. Like whatever trick her father had used the night he wrapped the car around a tree. With her mother in the passenger seat. Bile inched up Selene’s throat. 

	“Aw, don’t worry.” Scott said. “We don’t judge. In fact, we love off-grid girls. They’re always willing to trade, right Dion?”

	The driver laughed again.

	Selene glanced behind her, desperately wishing more cars would appear. But the highway was empty in both directions. She walked faster. How long until she saw something familiar? Where was her dirt drive? It was too hard to breathe. 

	“Hey!” The truck sped up. “Why you runnin’ away?”

	Selene hung her head and just kept walking, ignoring them, willing herself to be invisible.

	“You sure you don’t want a ride?”

	“I said no thank you.” Selene’s voice nearly broke, and she glanced at the truck again.

	The driver, Dion, winked at her. “Just get in. We’ll give you the best ride you ever had.”

	Selene’s stomach knotted, and her hand slipped beneath her jacked, settling on her gun. “I said. No. Leave me alone.”

	Scott’s eyes flashed, and his friendly smile disappeared. “What’s wrong, bitch? You in one of those off-grid cults? God tell you to save yourself?”

	“Nah, we’re just not her type,” Dion replied, taking another drink. “What’s an off-grid girl do when her brother says it’s time to trade?”

	“She opens her legs.” Scott grinned and took another swig of beer. “That what y’all do behind those fences?”

	“Go to hell.” Selene said it quietly, her cheeks hot.

	“Whoa!” Dion said. “You kiss your Daddy with those lips?”

	“That’s not the only thing she does.”

	Selene’s pulse buzzed in her ears, blocking out their taunts. Her shoulders caved. Don’t respond. Don’t say anything else. Stay small, look away, wait for them to leave. Be boring. Unattractive. Become invisible.

	But… what if being invisible was the reason they were taunting her in the first place? Selene’s skin prickled. The thieves had been able to get away with stealing everything because she, Nan, and Eli were invisible. Vulnerable, unable to call for help and have anyone answer.

	And right now, Selene felt vulnerable. If she cried for help… no one would come.

	Scott finished another sick joke about her, and Dion laughed.

	“Come here, babe,” Scott drawled. “You can sit on my lap.”

	Selene’s vision blurred, and she found herself nearly jogging again.

	“You can call me Daddy.” Scott yelled after her. “I don’t mind.”

	“Fuck. Off.” The words escaped before Selene could stop them.

	Dion said something, and Scott argued back. Then the truck accelerated.

	Selene slowed, but the truck kept going.

	They were leaving. Relief flooded her, making her shaky.

	As the bumper passed her by, Scott leaned out the window and hurled something right at her. She couldn’t move fast enough. The brown bottle flew through the air and slammed into her shoulder. 

	Beer sprayed everywhere.

	Selene started to shake, her shoulder throbbing, beer dripping down her face, too shocked to react.

	The truck came to an abrupt halt.

	Then it shifted into reverse.

	Selene’s mouth went dry as it returned to where she stood.

	“I ain’t neighbors with a cop, and my parents can’t get me out of no litter fine.” Dion’s voice drifted out the window. “I bought that. They’ll track it to my bitstick!”

	Scott glared at Selene from the passenger seat. “Sorry, Di. I saw the trash by the road and got confused.”

	Selene’s hand slid over the gun concealed beneath her jacket, loosening it in its holster. She took a few steps back.

	Scott hopped down and strode toward her.

	Selene stood taller, forcing herself to meet his eyes. She would not look afraid.

	He plucked the bottle off the ground and tossed it overhand into the bed of the truck. Then he lunged for her, with no warning. His hand twisted in her hair, forcing her head back. 

	“You got a filthy mouth on ya.” His sour breath hit her full-force. “Why don’t you show me what else it can do?”

	“I would.” Selene’s gun slipped free from the holster. Adrenaline surged through her, as she brought it around, aiming low. “But I prefer to use my hands.” 

	Scott glanced down. He froze, eyes widening at the sight of the gun buried in his crotch.

	“Let. Go.” Selene jammed the gun into Scott’s jeans.

	He let out a grunt and released her hair.

	She stepped back quickly, raising the weapon until it was aimed at his chest.

	“Scott?” Dion had gotten out of the truck and was coming around the front. He waded through the tall grass, unsteady on his feet. His eyes widened when he saw her gun, and he cursed and raised his arms.

	“On your knees,” Selene said. “Both of you.”

	They dropped down—Scott a foot ahead of her, Dion near the front tire of the truck. Selene’s mind cleared, adrenaline giving her laser focus.

	Rage twisted in her chest, making her hot. These assholes had picked the wrong week to fuck with her. Why couldn’t people just leave her alone? A scream of frustration bubbled up from the depths of her being and got stuck in her throat. She let out a breath and glared at Scott, who looked ready to piss himself.

	“No means no, you pricks.”

	“We’re sorry,” Dion said, slurring. “We—”

	“Shut up.” Selene blew out another breath and wiped her chin against her shoulder to remove the beer still dripping down her face. She took a quick glance at the highway. Still empty in both directions.

	Dark clouds were gathering in the sky ahead. Another morning storm.

	Selene needed to figure out what to do before someone else drove by this disaster. 

	Scott glanced back at Dion, and Dion was gesturing something. He shifted in the grass, and Selene’s reflexes kicked in. She fired off a warning shot to his left. It pierced the front tire.

	Dion let out a yelp, and startled birds erupted from the trees.

	Selene took fast breaths. Air hissed from the tire, and the boys didn’t move.

	I have to get out of here.

	These jerks needed to be stuck here, trapped so she’d have time to get away. They could not follow her. She turned and fired off a second shot, taking out the back tire, just to be sure.

	The low electric hum of the engine suddenly cut out, and an alarm sounded in the cabin.

	“Damage detected.” A female voice spoke. “This vehicle contains defective components that may cause injury or death. It has been deactivated for your safety. Please remain calm. Help is on the way.”

	A crazy laugh crept up Selene’s throat and erupted. The guys looked at her like she was insane.

	Wasn’t she?

	Of course there was an alarm. Of course help was on the way.

	Just not for her.

	The boys started to look just as panicked as she felt. Selene edged around them, keeping her weapon aimed at them until she was ahead of Dion and the truck. 

	The computer continued repeating its warning on a loop. 

	When she’d put enough space between herself and them, she reholstered her weapon.

	As she sprinted across the road, the boys shouted over the truck’s insistent warning.

	“Throw the bottles in the woods! Get rid of ’em!”

	 Selene left them behind, sprinting in the direction she hoped she’d finally find home.
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	The dawn sky was streaked with purple and orange by the time Anders found Selene’s home. He parked his bike at the end of the long dirt drive and sauntered up to the gate. The fence around the property was peeling, with loose boards in some places and a few fresh boards in others. It was high enough that he couldn’t see over it but low enough to jump. Not his first choice. 

	Off-gridders didn’t like people knocking on their front doors. It’d be a good way to find himself on the business end of one of Uncle Jay’s trades. Anders checked his bag and quickly turned off his radio. Wouldn’t be good if it started beeping while he was trying to talk to Selene.

	A light breeze coursed through the trees, carrying the faint scent of wood smoke. He walked carefully up to the fence and found a knothole near the gate to look through. Small clapboard house, peeled and practically falling down where it stood. If there hadn’t been chickens pecking in the dirt and visible signs that the fence had been recently repaired, Anders would have thought the house abandoned. It certainly didn’t look like a place people could be living in.

	Anders’ pulse picked up as he checked the gate, lightly shaking it. Locked.

	He rapped on it. “Hello?” He tried again, shouting a little louder. “Is anyone home? I need to talk to you.”

	He waited another minute, then shrugged and started walking the perimeter. Jay had been clear. Anders had to get this taken care of as soon as possible… before his dad did anything stupid. If Lydia wouldn’t let him in, he’d have to let himself in. She’d understand once she heard what he had to say. Besides, his dad would have no problem busting down the fence if he came out here.

	Anders reached the back of the small property and glimpsed a shed roof on the other side of it. He tested the fence to make sure it was sturdy enough to jump, then slung his backpack over it.

	The fence shook beneath his weight as he jumped it, but he made it over, landing in a crouch on the other side. As he stood and turned, he found the barrel of a gun aimed at his chest.

	The woman holding it was five foot nothing with blue eyes and short wavy white hair. She was dressed to work, in jeans and boots, and her fierce gaze and stance belied her age.

	Not the grandmother he’d been expecting, but this was much more interesting.

	Adrenaline surged through Anders as he raised his hands and offered her a smile. “Good mornin’, ma’am.”

	Lydia’s intelligent eyes narrowed. “Not anymore. There’s a strange man on my property.”

	“You don’t need that gun. I’m just here to talk to Selene.”

	The woman took a deep breath, and her sharp eyes scanned him. “Name,” she snapped.

	“Anders. I’m a friend—”

	“Thought so.”

	Anders tried to look charming and trustworthy. “So you know who I am then. What’s your name?”

	“Why the hell are you here?”

	“I just came by to talk to Selene.”

	“And why would I let the sheriff’s son do that?”

	Anders blew out a breath. “It’s kinda hard to chat with a gun aimed at my chest.”

	“It’ll be harder with a bullet in your heart.” 

	“True.” He studied her face, the way she held her gun. His gut said she wouldn’t shoot. She was no murderer, and she hadn’t managed to disappear with two kids on her own without being smart.

	“Why are you here?” she demanded.

	“Did Selene tell you what happened yesterday? She tried to use some counterfeit bits, and I kept her from being arrested.”

	“Start at the end.”

	“I’m trying to help. My dad’s required, by law, to confiscate those bits. So he needs Selene’s bitstorage card… but I don’t want him coming out here to get it. If he sees you’re here without an exemption—”

	“How did you find us?”

	“Does it matter? If you don’t let me talk to Selene, my dad’s gonna find you.” Anders gave her his best, most sincere smile. “I really like Selene and Eli. And I want to help.”

	“I can see why Selene got stupid around you…” Lydia stared at him for another moment, then got a glint in her blue eyes. “But this ain’t my first rodeo.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“You want to help? Fine.” She gestured toward the yard. “Leave your bag here. And head over to the porch. You try anything, I’ll shoot.”

	Anders slowly lowered his hands and headed in the direction she gestured. This wasn’t going quite how he’d imagined it, but at least he was getting closer to the house.

	When he emerged from behind the shed, he had a full view of the backyard. A few raised beds ran along one side of the fence, but the plants didn’t look healthy. In fact, they looked like they’d been trampled. Anders ducked under the clothesline and noticed the car right behind the back porch. An ancient Tesla was connected to a small solar array by a half dozen wires. The back seat of the car had a pile of belongings—a quilt, a box, and some other things he couldn’t make out. He glanced at the root cellar as he passed it. The doors were open, but it was dark, and he couldn’t see inside it. Were they running? Disappointment tugged at Anders.

	“You guys goin’ somewhere?” he asked. “You don’t have to. If you give me that bitstorage card—”

	“Walk. Get in the house,” Lydia said, no emotion in her voice.

	The porch steps creaked under Anders’ boots as he climbed them, then passed through the screen door to enter the kitchen.

	The interior made his chest tighten. He hadn’t seen many off-grid homesteads outside his uncle’s, but even his tenants lived far better than this. How long had Selene and Eli been living in this dilapidated house?

	There was a single worn couch and cracked trestle table in the living area and ancient chipped counters and peeling linoleum in the kitchen. 

	The cupboards were open and bare. They were definitely running.

	“Move quietly, and don’t try to call for Selene,” Lydia said, her voice low. “Turn left at the hall, and go to the room at the end. Then step inside, and leave the door open.”

	“Got it.” Anders kept his arms raised and walked very carefully down the small dark hall. He passed a door on his right. Were Selene and Eli in there, still asleep? If Anders could get one of them to come out here… he could get the grandmother to back down.

	He pushed open the door at the end and found a small room with a single mattress inside—no sheets or quilts. 

	Lydia stopped short of entering. “Open the closet door and roll out the cart. Slowly.”

	An old TV was in the closet on the stand, and he wheeled it out and looked at her with raised brows.

	“Lift the TV, and place it on the floor.”

	“If you needed help moving, all you had to do was ask.”

	“Shh!”

	He sighed and hefted the TV, grunting against its heavy weight. As he lowered it to the floor, Lydia snatched a thin silver case from the stand and slid it into her pocket. It looked like a mini holotab cover. Why had it been hidden beneath the base of the TV?

	Anders wiped his dusty hands down his jeans. “Can we talk about this now?”

	“Nan?” Eli stepped out of the door down the hall, rubbing his eyes. They widened as he saw Anders standing there.

	“Hey, Eli! Can you get Selene for me?”

	“She’s…” Eli looked at Lydia and realized she was holding a gun in front of her. “What are you doing, Nan?” he said, his voice cracking. “I told you—he’s good! He helped us.”

	“Get back in your room, now,” Lydia said through gritted teeth. “Now, Eli.”

	“But—”

	“Now!”

	Eli’s lip trembled as he stepped into the bedroom, but he didn’t shut the door all the way.

	“You don’t have to run away and leave here,” Anders said loudly, hoping Selene or Eli could hear him. “The police just want that bitstorage card. I can try to help so they don’t bother you—.”

	“Shut up.” Lydia’s face fell, and she stepped into the room, getting behind him so her gun was pointed at his back. “Get outside.”

	In the yard, a light drizzle had begun to fall, and dark clouds gathered in the skies to the west. This was not going at all like Anders had hoped. He kept walking until he reached the Tesla.

	“Stop!” Lydia said.

	Anders looked casually over his shoulder at her, then down at the open engine. “If you’re not gonna give me any information on those bits… then my dad’s coming after Selene. Looks like you already knew that, though. You really gonna run?”

	She raised the gun. “Step away from the car.”

	“Looks like you got a burnt-out battery hook-up.”

	“I’m aware.” The grandmother’s mouth rose in an unsettling half smile.

	Anders shrugged. “Luckily for you, I know how to fix those.”

	The grandmother gave him a long look. “Luckily for me, I also know how to fix those. You rode up here on a bike, didn’t you? Your key in your backpack or your pocket?”

	Oh, crap. Anders sighed and glanced toward the back porch, wishing Selene would wake the hell up.

	“Where’s your key?”

	Anders carefully reached into his pocket and pulled out the round metal disc that activated his bike.

	“Drop it on the ground.”

	Anders did what she said and started to worry for the first time. Every electric vehicle had interchangeable battery components… including his bike. She was going to steal the component from his bike and leave him stranded here.

	“Thanks for all your help, Anders,” Lydia said with a slight smile. “Now, get into the root cellar.”
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	 “Wait a minute,” Anders said, “I’m sure we can work this out.”

	Lydia gestured her gun toward the root cellar. “No. Get down there.”

	Frustration churned inside him as he started for the cellar, but he couldn’t help but admire Lydia. She’d pwned him. He’d tried to swoop in and save the day, and here he was, going down in flames instead. The look on his dad’s face when he or some of his officers found him locked up in that root cellar… Anders let out a laugh. Things were about to get real awkward.

	“Go on in.”

	“You’re really gonna lock me down there? It’s not necessary. I’m not gonna follow you.” A drop of rain hit Anders in the forehead. “But I could help you guys.”

	“Oh. But you have helped.” Lydia flashed him a smile and stooped to grab his bike’s key off the ground. “Now get in the cellar.”

	“Nan!” Eli was standing on the porch, a book clutched to his chest.

	“You stay right there, Eli.”

	Anders gave him a friendly wave. “Can you go get Selene?”

	Eli shook his head. “Stop it, Nan!”

	Nan ignored his pleas and gestured with her gun to the open root cellar. “Get. In.”

	Anders shook his head but descended. He bumped into a light bulb hanging from the ceiling, and he pulled the string, lighting the space up. The shelves were completely bare.

	“Hey!” Anders called. “Tell Selene I’m sorry I didn’t get to see her again. I was really hopin’ to get to know her better.”

	The grandmother slammed one door shut, blocking out half the light.

	“Wait, Nan!” Eli’s high-pitched voice rang out. “Wait a second.”

	“Get back on the porch!”

	“Why are you doing this? He helped us!”

	“I’m not hurting him.” Lydia grew quiet, but Anders still made out some of the words. “…to leave. …where we’re going.”

	“What about Selene?” Eli sounded upset, like he was about to cry.

	“Can I say good-bye?” Anders called.

	They spoke more words he couldn’t make out.

	“That’s the only one you have left.” Lydia said.

	Eli pushed past her and sent his book skidding down the cellar stairs. He had tears running down his face.

	“Hey, it’s okay. I’ll be fine.” Anders said, smiling up at him. “What’s this for?”

	“So you won’t be alone down there.”

	Lydia pulled him out of the way and slammed the second door shut.

	“Thanks,” Anders shouted, then glanced down at the book. Greek Myths.

	Wasn’t this one of the books he had paid for at Penn’s yesterday? His chest went tight as the sound of a chain rattled above. Light still filtered through a few cracks in the door, so he wasn’t in any danger of suffocation… though if that rain got worse, he might end up sitting in a puddle.

	Anders went back up the stairs, pressing his ear to the door to see if he could make out any more of their conversation… or hear Selene’s voice.

	After what must have been ten minutes, he heard the distinct hum of an old model Tesla as it started up.

	They were getting away. Well, his dad was shit out of luck, but Anders wasn’t worried about himself. Penn could out him, could embarrass his dad, but the most Anders would get was a slap on the wrist. His father could tell the Coalition there had been a glitch in the feed. Or that Anders had misunderstood.

	It would all work out. He gave the cellar door a good rattle, tried to see if there was a way to break through, but Lydia had done a good job securing it, and the wood felt solid.

	Anders laughed at himself again as the sound of the car faded and there was nothing left except the light rain hitting the root cellar doors. He descended the steps and sank down onto the dirt floor. On one hand, it was easy to laugh at his predicament, and he was glad that family would be gone before his dad screwed up their lives. But on the other… he had wanted to see Selene again. Maybe he still would. Maybe his uncle would know where an off-grid family would flee to next, and he wouldn’t tell his dad once this all blew over.

	Anders leaned forward to grab the Greek Myths book, and a red rectangular piece of plastic slipped out and fell to the ground.

	Anders’ heart rate picked up as he held the card up to the light and grinned. Achievement unlocked. “Thank you, Eli.”

	It was the bitstorage card Selene had tried to use at Penn’s.

	Things were definitely looking up. 

	Anders slipped the bitstorage card into his back pocket and felt paper. He pulled out the picture he’d snagged from his uncle’s box, worried it would get wet if that rain made it down here. His mother stared back at him, laughing. He turned the picture over and found a date in Jay’s scrawl. 2058. The year of Telmont’s last epidemic. Citizens had gotten the worst of it, because the Coalition had claimed there was a medication shortage, but Anders didn’t believe it. Anders, Uncle Jay, his mother, and his father had all survived that epidemic thanks to illegal Haven-sourced meds. 

	But the meds hadn’t arrived in time to save all the off-gridders around here. Anders couldn’t remember half the kids in this picture… They’d probably died. Like Anders’ grandparents and other uncle. 

	His mother hadn’t ever recovered from losing them all.

	Loras Johansen would always be a hypocritical traitor, no matter what Jay believed. Withholding medication was murder, which meant the Coalition had killed all those people… and they’d killed Anders’ mother the same way a year later. 

	What would she have thought about all this now? About the sheriff and the things he’d done? According to his uncle, his mother knew everything about Haven, yet had never trusted his dad enough to tell him about it.

	Anders wished he’d been smart enough to never trust his dad, too. He let out a heavy sigh and carefully slipped the picture into the back of Eli’s book to keep it safe. The rain was falling harder now, and rivulets were starting to work their way down the stairs. Good thing his backpack was waterproof.

	His dad would show up soon, and if he didn’t, well… his uncle would notice when Anders didn’t call in. Someone would be here soon enough to get him out of here.

	Anders flipped Eli’s book to a page in the middle with a colorful illustration of a woman with long, flowing brown hair, a painted jar in her lap, and a shimmering blue beetle-like creature in the palm of her hand.

	He began reading a random paragraph as thunder boomed outside his temporary prison.

	Zeus gave Pandora and Epimetheus a gift. It was a beautiful lidded jar, painted in the finest colors. 

	“Do not ever open this,” Zeus told them. But he knew Pandora’s curiosity would grow to be too much.

	Pandora, she of earth and water, felt an affinity with the clay jar and yearned to discover what lay inside. One day, after Epimetheus had left their house, she peeked beneath the lid. Before she could do anything to stop it, a black cloud erupted from the jar, whirling around her, blinding her.

	Zeus’s laughter echoed through her mind. “You have unleashed horror on Earth. The world will remember who was responsible for this. And they will curse your name for eternity.”

	The black cloud cleared, fleeing Pandora’s home, and she slammed the lid back onto the jar.

	But it was too late.

	When she gathered the courage to peek once more, it was empty. Except for a small, dead insect at the bottom.

	As light hit it, the insect began to wriggle, iridescent blue wings fluttering to life as it flew from the jar. 

	Pandora was distraught with grief as the insect gently settled on her hand. “You… you were dead.”

	“Only asleep,” it said. “Thank you for waking me up.”

	“What are you?” Pandora whispered. “And what have I done?”

	The insect crawled up Pandora’s arm until he was perched on her shoulder. “I am hope. And you will need me in the years to come.”

	Anders leaned back against the shelf. Hope. He’d hoped to see Selene again, and now she was gone. Why couldn’t he forget the defiant way she’d looked up at him with those green eyes, the way she’d touched his chest, demanding he pretend he’d never seen her gun? 

	Sirens. Anders leaned forward. What had he heard?

	The rain intensified, battering the root cellar doors, dripping down the stairs.

	Nothin’ but the rain.
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	Faster.

	Run. Faster.

	Selene tore through the grass, legs pumping, watching for ruts in the ground. She glanced behind her. Half a mile down the road, Dion and Scott were still emptying their cooler, hurling empty bottles into the woods.

	She made it around a bend, ignoring the stitch in her side, and leapt over a fallen branch. Running along the shoulder of the road was slowing her down too much.

	If she heard a single siren, she’d run into the woods and hide. But for now, she needed a flat surface so she could run faster. She shifted back onto the pavement and kept going. 

	Another glance behind her. Listening. Sweat streaming down her face, dripping down her back. Her muscles screamed, burning, begging her to stop, but she used the fire to spur her on.

	How many minutes had it been? Ten? Twenty? How long until someone found those men and heard what she’d done?

	After the next bend in the road, the dread in her stomach lightened. This was starting to look familiar. Woods ran along either side of her, no roads ahead, no dirt drives in sight. 

	But somehow she knew… She was almost home.

	She was going to make it. 

	Thunder boomed in the distance, and the scent of smoke reached Selene again as a stiff wind lifted her curls, whipping them into her eyes.

	The first drops of rain began to trickle from the clouds above as they gathered, deepening. She rounded the next bend and saw it, just over a mile ahead.

	Her driveway.

	Home.

	A little sob escaped her lips, and she sucked in another lungful of air to fight against the horrible pain in her side.

	No cars were coming along the highway in either direction, but she shifted back onto the grass alongside the road, so she could disappear into the woods in an instant if she needed to. She could find her way home from here.

	She was considering vanishing into the trees when a glint caught her eye ahead. 

	A gold Tesla emerged at the end of Selene’s drive. Nan.

	She’d gotten the car working somehow.

	Relief flooded Selene, and she jogged toward the car, slowing so she could wave her arms.

	She was still too far away, but Nan seemed to see her. She pulled onto the road, driving toward Selene.

	Selene gulped in ragged breaths, leaning over, her hand pressed against the cramp in her side. She tried to walk, but her legs felt like lead, and she was so dizzy, she had to fight to stay upright.

	Nan was halfway to her when Selene heard the sirens.

	And saw the lights. 

	In the distance, from the direction of town. She looked up, heart racing, as a cop car turned onto their road, going fast.

	Was it coming for her? If she ran, and the cop wasn’t after her…

	Selene looked at the Tesla, desperate. It was only yards away now.

	She met Nan’s wide eyes through the windshield. Eli was in the passenger seat, his face pressed against the window.

	If Nan stopped, and the cop car was coming for Selene, they’d never outrun it.

	And then they’d have Eli, too.

	“Go!” Selene yelled.

	Nan’s gaze went steely, and she sped up. Despair seized Selene as the Tesla passed her by. Eli waved at Selene frantically. Sirens and lights exploded from the direction Selene had just come from as another cop car appeared, passing Nan.

	The black car squealed to a stop directly in front of Selene, and she stumbled back as Nan’s car disappeared around the bend.

	It was the cop from earlier who had talked to her. The Coalition symbol on the door spurred Selene into action.

	They can’t have me. She darted into the woods, shoving her way through the brush, branches ripping at her jacket, the pain in her side making her even slower.

	Wind tore through the trees, the air charged with the energy of the storm. Selene sucked desperate breaths in, tasting wood smoke and ozone.

	Brakes squealed as another cop car skidded to a stop behind her, and its sirens cut out. Doors slammed, and the cops shouted behind her, but she couldn’t make the words out over her own ragged breaths.

	Selene tried to run faster, crashing deeper into the brush. The forest canopy blocked out some of the gray light from above, but the rain started to fall harder, hitting Selene in the face, each drop blurring her vision.

	Unless those were tears.

	Selene tripped over something and fell, hard. The sound of cops yelling behind her was getting closer, branches snapping as they pursued her.

	Thunder boomed right above her.

	She scrambled to her feet and sprinted forward, looking for somewhere to hide, a tree, a bush, anything. I won’t go to a Protected camp.

	She made it another five feet. An awful stabbing sensation ripped through her back, knocking the air from her lungs.

	Stumbling, she fell to the ground and saw double, her vision blurring even more. Rain slid down her face, into her eyes, and a crack of lightning lit up the forest, blinding her further.

	When she tried to stand, a second stabbing sensation tore into her, just below her shoulder blade.

	She fell to the ground, panting, gasping for air.

	I have to run. She tried to move, but she only succeeded in pitching forward into the forest floor.

	Rolling over with a grunt, she sucked in quick, painful breaths. The forest canopy rocked above her, each branch moving with the wind. Rain sluiced through leaves and pine needles, and the fat drops stung her face.

	They shot me.

	Panic filled her, and she started to shiver, her whole body going cold with fear.

	Selene blinked rapidly against the rain, and black dots floated across her field of vision.

	Rain pummeled the wet earth around her, and the thick scent of decaying pine needles and brush filled Selene’s nostrils. Every sense felt sharper, more vivid than it ever had.

	Then it all started to fade.

	She fought the terrible darkness that was gripping her, trying to drag her into its depths. To make her disappear.

	Is this what dying felt like?

	Tears leaked out of her eyes, mingling with the rain. What would happen when she died? Would she see her mom and dad again? Would she see that yellow dog? 

	Nan didn’t believe in any of that. When you died, you died. You were gone forever.

	Selene let out a breathless sob. She’d never see Eli again. Never see Nan.

	But at least they got away.

	The forest canopy vanished as a cop leaned over her. The lines of his face blurred, then sharpened.

	Angular jaw, straight nose, white-blond hair.

	Older than him. With brown eyes.

	Anders looked a lot like his dad. Except for those eyes.

	Lightning cracked across the sky, followed by thunder that seemed to shake the entire Earth.

	When the sheriff met Selene’s eyes, her chest seemed to expand, and her pain faded. Everything seemed lighter, like the burden she’d been carrying for the past eight years was gone.

	I’m not invisible.

	If she had to die, at least someone had finally seen her.

	She had been found.

	The rest of the world would know that Selene existed.

	That she had lived.

	“You don’t have to hide now,” a small voice whispered in her mind. “You can be free.”

	Selene let herself slide into darkness.
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	The Coalition has Jeremiah. The Coalition has Jeremiah.

	The thought looped in Bas’s brain, a mental chant in time with the sound of his boots hitting the soil, branches snapping as he and his team tramped northeast through the muggy, dying forest. The frogs and crickets looped with him in the night, only interrupted by the haunting low hum of Coalition transports.

	The sound periodically broke through the rhythm of his march, reminding him that dozens of Pandemic Control hovers continued to cross the sky in the distance behind them—all headed in the same direction. Northwest.

	Their mysterious destination was magnetic, yet paradoxically repulsive. Bas knew, deep down, if they were going to find Jeremiah, it would be in that direction. But his body rebelled, pushing him to go anywhere but that way. 

	Northwest means death, Bas. Yours.

	It was Truth, whispering, an infection in his blood, pumping through his heart in time with each footfall.

	The Coalition has Jeremiah. And soon they’ll have you.

	Something danced in Bas’s peripheral vision—black wraiths that had been there for hours. Lack of sleep changed the shape of things, but Bas knew they weren’t real. He held his light globe higher and focused on pushing through the brush ahead of him, following the path they’d located with the help of the map. 

	This wisp of a trail ultimately linked up two Haven safe houses, and as he walked, those wraiths became ghosts—here-yet-not-here, phantoms trapped outside time, visible only to his fevered, overmedicated mind. They were all the people who had ever run this trail before him, carrying crates filled with stolen medical supplies, weaponry, factory-made goods—the lifeblood of an underground rebellion cut off from modern society. Determined to survive their exile until the day returned when they could live in the world, truly free. Each person had walked this path, one step after another, having faith in a journey with no known destination. 

	Bas was literally walking Haven’s Path tonight, just as he had with Rory all those years ago. 

	But this will be the last time.

	He wiped sweat from his forehead and ground his teeth. That was the trade-off with stims. They could keep you awake, but at some point, the paranoia became an extreme liability. As much as they needed to get to Jeremiah, they needed sleep more. They’d all be useless in a real gunfight right now.

	He halted, and Nova cursed as she nearly bumped into him. He flicked off his light and took a long drink from his canteen. The others followed his example.

	Nova wiped at the dark circles beneath her eyes and shoved her canteen back in her bag. “I could sleep for a week.”

	“What’s this about being weak?” Rory nudged her, and she nudged him back harder.

	Bas shook himself and pulled out the map again. Lex stepped up to shine her light on it, illuminating the faint lines. They should be close now—they’d been moving most of the night, and the sun would rise within the hour. The laminated map blurred, and Bas squinted at it, tracing their path with his finger.

	“We should be almost on top of this place,” Bas said as he refolded the map and returned it to his pack. “Gotta veer off the path soon to find the house.”

	“Want me to scout ahead?” Lex asked. 

	Bas scanned the three of them, the sheer exhaustion on their faces, the way their shoulders sagged beneath packs. Stopping meant crashing. They couldn’t risk resting now.

	Rory absentmindedly rubbed the scar on his cheek, his bloodshot, worried eyes meeting Bas’s in the faint glow of the globes each of them carried. Once upon a time, his brother had sought answers to questions that had no answers, but Rory had learned to let the questions go—to not need the answers to keep going. Still, Bas knew exactly what he was wondering now. What would they discover at a Haven safe house inside a Coalition-controlled quarantine zone? And what decisions would they have to make in order to protect Haven and every other safe house along the Path?

	Only one way to find out. 

	“No scouting again,” Bas said. “We’re almost there, and we go together.”

	They stepped off the trail, veering east through thick foliage for a mile as the first gray light of dawn appeared through the forest canopy, adding detail to the dark, hulking shapes of the dead and dying vegetation around them. 

	Lex froze and pointed to the well-hidden antenna without a word. It was attached to a tall tree. She then located the buried cables that would lead them right to the safe house. They followed the barely noticeable line all the way to a tall wood fence that wound its way along the tree line, marking the beginning of the off-grid property.

	“Weapons ready,” Bas said softly as he peered through a crack in the fence. He listened.

	Silence. 

	There was enough gray light in the sky now that he could make out a small property, filled with brown grass. Plants in raised bed gardens filled most of the backyard, but they were dry and dead. Desiccated like the Quin fields had been. The log cabin and small solar array at the front of the homestead looked to be well-maintained—but there was no sign of people.

	Bas gestured silently in a flanking motion, and the team split up, weapons out. Bas and Lex followed the fence to the right, and Rory and Nova headed left. It was eerily quiet here, not even the sound of a bird. The trees ringing the homestead still showed signs of life, yet this place didn’t feel alive. It was empty. 

	It’s all dead.

	Any sign of green left in the woods would vanish soon enough as this blight finished its work. The color here was a false sign of life. Holo. A lie.

	Like you, Paranoia whispered.

	Bas gritted his teeth and moved more quickly around the perimeter, sweat trickling down his back, making his fatigues stick to him. He’d tossed his filthy gloves after the barn, and his palms felt too damp now, slipping on his gun. The rush of his own pulse and the sound of his fast breathing filled in the emptiness as he and Lex reached the front of the property.

	A narrow dirt road dead-ended at the front gate, and long, stiff grasses, waist high and dry, crept up alongside it. Then a low whistle filled the silence—Rory letting them know they were in position. 

	Bas whistled back and rounded the corner of the fence alone, moving in a low crouch until he reached the gate. The others stayed hidden on either side, watching and waiting for his signal.

	The gate was ajar.

	Bas lightly kicked it the rest of the way open, and it swung inward, on well-oiled hinges.

	The front porch of the cabin was clear… still no signs of life. No signs of Coalition either. Pandemic Control troops would have left boot marks and humvee tracks on the ground. There was none of that here.

	A pick-up truck was parked in front of the cabin, and ruts beside it suggested another had been parked there before. Bas filed the truck away as a potentially useful future resource. An unnetworked vehicle might become a necessity to move more quickly and conserve their energy.

	Bas let out another low whistle to tell his team to follow, then advanced toward the front porch of the cabin, which was shadowy and dark in the almost-dawn.

	A figure darted into the light and stopped at the top of the steps with a slight creak. Bas halted a foot from the stairs. 

	A child in a dirty, sleeveless dress peered down at him from the porch, her red hair wild, blue eyes wide with surprise. 

	And she had her cross-bow aimed at Bas’s heart. 

	One slip of a finger, and she’d send her bolt right through his chest.

	Bas swallowed, not taking his eyes off of her. Eight or nine years old. Dirty. Dried blood on her cheek and arm, possibly ill.

	“Drop that,” Bas said, his voice low.

	“Who are you?” The girl’s strong voice had no trace of the southern accent he’d expected to hear, but he hadn’t expected this at all.

	“I’m a friend. Lower the weapon.” Irritation swept through him. How had he missed her on the porch? He’d been caught off-guard by a god damned child. “Drop it. Now.”

	“Why should I?” She said, keeping her crossbow steady. “You don’t look friendly to me.”

	“Put it down, kid.” Bas could sense his team behind him—they were there, even if the yard was still too dark for the girl to see them. He took a step toward her, and the girl let out a warning sound.

	“You put your gun away,” the little girl said, baring her teeth at him. “You should know… I always hit my target.”

	Her eyes flicked behind Bas for a split second, widening again as Rory walked past him and made a show of holstering his gun.

	What the hell was he doing?

	“You alone in there?” Rory asked, his voice kind. Soft. He’d always been good at that, knowing how to soothe people. Like he’d calmed Nova into dropping her knife the day they found her.

	Bas’s eyes flicked between the little girl and Rory—her red hair, his red-blond hair—and something turned over in his gut. Lark. Rory’s sister, the little one who might still be alive, had looked a lot like this kid.

	This was going to be a problem.

	Rory advanced another step toward the porch.

	“Stop!” the girl cried out, keeping her crossbow aimed at Bas, but her forehead creased with confusion and doubt. Her entire demeanor shifted, reminding Bas of a feral cat—cornered and desperate to escape—as she looked from Bas to Rory, then behind them where Bas sensed Nova and Lex.

	“Where are your parents?” Rory asked in that calm-a-caged-animal voice of his, radiating something that he seemed to reserve only for the weak and injured.

	The girl blinked, her eyes suddenly taking on a sheen. Bas swept the area visually, keeping his ears pricked for any sound of the Coalition or another trap, trying to ignore the fact that the bolt was still aimed at his chest, letting Rory do his work. 

	“Are you sick?” Rory asked. “We have medicine… Maybe we can help.”

	“Medicine?” The girl’s voice wavered. “Who are you?”

	“We’re here to help.”

	“My mom… She’s the one who’s sick. I think… I think she’s dying.”

	“Let us try to help her.”

	The crossbow trembled in the little girl’s grip, lowering slightly. 

	Bas shook his head. Rory Kerrigan, feral child whisperer. Bas lowered his gun slowly and took a step to the side, out of the crossbow’s path, confident now that this wasn’t a Coalition trap. They would need to make decisions about how to handle this girl and her sick mother, but first they needed to get through the front door so they could fix that transmitter.

	“Your mother will know who we are. Let us help her,” Rory repeated.

	The girl shook her head again, fear coming back into her eyes. “Who are you?”

	Rory gestured to the eave right above the girl’s head, to the faint five-pointed star carved beneath it. Then he rolled up his sleeve and flashed his wrist at her.

	Fuck. Rory had just signed this child’s death warrant. What the hell was wrong with him?

	Bas tried to contain a growl as the girl’s mouth opened in a little ‘o’ of surprise when she saw the five-pointed star tattooed there.

	“Haven.” The girl uttered softly. She squinted, taking in Rory’s tattoo and the infinity-shaped scar it was meant to cover up. It was as if all the strength leached from her body—her arms went limp, and the crossbow clattered to the porch.

	She lifted one thin, pale arm into the dawn light toward Rory. It was bare, smooth, clean, unlike the rest of her. “You’re a Protected,” she whispered. “So am I… but… I was born free.”

	Bas’s throat tightened, and he holstered his gun and stomped up the stairs, kicking the crossbow to the side of the porch. The Protected girl ignored him, keeping her shining, hopeful gaze on Rory.

	Behind Rory, Nova scanned the area and sky for any signs of the Coalition, but Lex’s eyes were riveted to the child, an odd faraway expression on her face.

	“Can you really help my mother?” the girl asked Rory.

	“We’ll try.”

	She nodded and whirled, pushing through the front door and into the cabin.

	Bas threw Rory a veiled look, but he wasn’t even paying attention as he walked past and followed the girl into the dark cabin.

	“Lex,” Bas ordered, snapping his fingers to knock her out of her strange stare. “Watch the road.”

	She nodded and hurried toward the front gate.

	Nova locked eyes with Bas and spoke in a harsh whisper. “That kid is a threat to this mission now.”

	Rory should never have shown her his wrist. Never. But even if he hadn’t… Nova was only saying what Bas had known all night but hadn’t wanted to think about. 

	Pandemic Control was burning everything linked with the disease this kid’s mother likely had. They’d sweep the quarantine zone—all of it—and it was only a matter of time before they found this homestead.

	Haven and Haven’s path was at risk—not just this mission. But even if it wasn’t, Bas couldn’t afford to let anyone see him and his team alive and live to tell the tale. Not even a Protected child.

	It would hurt, losing a Haven safe house. But, in truth, it’d been lost the minute Pandemic Control moved in.

	“We do whatever we have to do. For Haven.” Bas held Nova’s gaze for another second until she gave him a stiff nod.

	Then, together, they entered the cabin.

	The stench of sickness washed over Bas as they stepped inside. It was fainter than anything he’d smelled in that barn but worse for the fact that it belonged to the living—or to someone who wouldn’t be alive for long. That’s what it was about this place—about the dying vegetation outside, the silence and stench in this house. The only thing worse than seeing a dead thing, was being forced to witness death-in-progress. 

	The specter of death looped worse than Bas on stims. Always chanting the same words, the only words it understood.

	I’m coming for you, Bas. Soon.
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	Bas shook off the morbid thoughts and did a quick sweep of the cabin’s interior with Nova. There was no immediate sign of tech or equipment, but Haven safe house owners knew to hide that, and those cables had led to this house.

	The floor plan was open—chairs, a couch, and a handcrafted wooden table against one wall, a wood stove and old-fashioned fridge against another, a foldable privacy screen half-concealing an antique claw-footed tub and toilet. 

	There were two doors along the right-hand wall, and Nova disappeared through one of them. The other door was open, yellow light spilling out from where Rory was dealing with the sick mother and her kid.

	“They had an antenna,” Nova muttered from the other bedroom, shining her light around inside. Curtains were pulled across a single window, but some light leaked through, revealing a narrow mattress on the floor and several crates filled with what appeared to be supplies and junk. She cursed. “Ask that kid where the hell they’re hiding their tech.”

	Bas forced himself to walk through the second door, facing the source of the stench.

	A middle-aged woman, late thirties or early forties, lay in a bed, unconscious as Rory readied a syringe he’d pulled from his open medkit. 

	Sweat-soaked auburn hair stuck to her skull, and her chest barely rose and fell. Sheets were rumpled up, shoved beneath her body as if the little girl had attempted to change them. By the rotten smell in the room—piss, shit, and blood—she’d failed. 

	The open sores Bas had only seen scabbed over in the dead were weeping freely on the mother, and acid climbed up his throat. He averted his eyes, focusing on Rory.

	“I’m going to give her something for the pain, Iris,” Rory said quietly, looking at the child as if he needed her permission to do anything.

	The filthy kid nodded from her place in the corner, where she stood with her hands clasped behind her back, and Rory administered the medication.

	That almost-dead woman was unlikely to be any help to the team at this point. Hopefully Rory knew the only right response to this was to put her permanently out of her misery. Now.

	Bas exchanged a look with Nova, who was shifting back and forth on her feet with a scowl on her face. They’d given Rory long enough to win this kid over.

	“Kid…” Bas cleared his throat. “Does your mother have computer equipment somewhere in here? We need to see it.”

	She hesitated, her eyes flicking back and forth between Bas and Rory. Suddenly the room seemed to shrink around Bas, constricting his chest like a vise, making it hard to breathe.

	This room was too small, just big enough for a bed, bedside table, and the faded blue wardrobe pushed up against one wall. No windows. No fresh air. Bas’s heart rate picked up, and he forced himself to unclench his jaw.

	“Do you have any tech—computers, screens? We need to use some of it.” Rory said gently.

	The girl gave him another nod and pointed at the wardrobe. Then she darted for the bed to grab her mother’s limp hand in her smaller one.

	“Go get Lex,” Bas barked at Rory.

	Nova pulled open both wardrobe doors and peered into the shallow space, shining her light into it. Nothing but clothing and boots. 

	Bas helped her shove the heavy furniture off to the side, dragging it across the thick knotted-wood floorboards. Moving it revealed grooves in the floor, as if this wardrobe had been shifted many times in this exact way.

	Bas’s heart beat harder. There was definitely something here, like the girl had said.

	The wall between this room and the main living area wasn’t thick enough to be hiding anything like what they were searching for, so Bas dropped to his knees and started searching the floor for a sign of a trapdoor. He’d only visited a handful of Haven safe houses while on missions, but two houses like this one had kept theirs beneath the floor in basements.

	“Hey kid, where’s the stuff?” Nova asked, her voice harsh. “Is there a trapdoor or something? Where’s the latch?”

	“I don’t know.” The little girl shook her head. “I’ve never been down there.”

	“What? Why the hell did you tell us it’s here if you don’t know?”

	“Because what you need is down there.”

	“How do you know?”

	“I just know. My mother never let me go down there, but I know that’s where she goes and why. She sends messages to Haven there.”

	“But how do you know?” Nova said, her voice rising with anger.

	“I don’t have to see it to know it’s there.” Iris bit off every word sharply, matching Nova’s disdainful tone perfectly. Then she physically dismissed Nova, turning her back so she could look down at her mother. She wiped a closed fist roughly over her eyes and sank down at the edge of the bed.

	Bas had been running his palms over the floorboards repeatedly, trying to feel the outline of the door, searching for a pressure point that might spring it open or a hidden latch to lift it up.

	Rory and Lex walked through the door, and the tight space grew even tighter. Heat surged through Bas’s body, creating an intense sensation that made him want to rip his skin off. He needed to escape this fucking cage of a room.

	Too many stims, not enough food or sleep. Without some kind of breakthrough right now, Bas was going to break down. Drop the last threads of control he had over his patience and temper. And losing control was never an acceptable option.

	Lex wiggled past them all with her short, slim body and knelt on the floor where Bas had been searching for the latch. She pulled her small globe from her pocket and tapped it on, waving it along the wall to illuminate the wooden boards there.

	“It’s a trapdoor in the floor, you idiot.” Nova snapped. “Move out of our way.”

	She tried to lunge forward to push Lex aside, but she slammed into Bas’s raised arm instead. Nova’s eyes widened at the way he’d blocked her, taking on a crazed look that reflected Bas’s own racing heart, desperation and exhaustion threatening to push them both over the edge. He had no idea why he’d blocked her. She was right about the trapdoor. Lex needed to move. The tech wasn’t aboveground or in the wall… 

	If they could just see the outline of the trapdoor, then they could figure out how to pry it open. But Lex was blocking the spot where the wardrobe had been standing.

	“Look.” Lex’s voice was soft as she touched the crack between two of the boards that formed the wall. She waved her light across that section again, and something glinted, reflecting the light. Bas leaned closer, his mouth bone dry as she traced a quick path down the space in the paneling until she reached the baseboard. The thin line glinted the entire way—there was definitely something hidden in the tight space between these two boards. 

	As Lex’s globe reached the floor and the baseboard… Bas realized the baseboard looked off. Like it had been repaired or patched in the exact spot where she was shining her light.

	No one spoke or seemed to even be breathing as Lex frowned and tapped the baseboard. When nothing happened, she pushed on it.

	A whisper sounded from the crack in the wall, and a thin piece of metal popped out halfway up.

	The slightest smile curved Lex’s lips as she carefully stepped to the side, clearing the area she’d been kneeling in. She pushed down lightly on the piece of metal. On the lever.

	With a slight pop, a piece of the floor lifted up, and Bas reached a hand under it, pulling it the rest of the way off.

	This trapdoor had been cut perfectly, lined up to match the rest of the boards, invisible to the naked eye and direct light. He peered down into the hole. A ladder descended into pitch darkness.

	“Good work,” Rory murmured as Lex stepped back to let Bas and Nova lead the way into the basement.

	Bas’s pulse skyrocketed as he climbed down into the tomb, finding his way only with the weak light of the globe attached to his waistband.

	When Nova hit the ground, she pulled the string on a light bulb hanging above their heads, illuminating the space as Rory and Lex joined them.

	The basement was larger than Bas had expected it to be, and the pressure in his body dissipated as they all caught sight of the cables running down the wall at the far end of the room.

	A table and chair were pushed against that wall, PC towers beside it, screens cluttering the table’s surface, and best of all—the white box Bas would recognize anywhere—the device used to encrypt messages intended for Haven. Several crates of equipment and tools were stacked on both sides of the table.

	“My hundred-year-old tools,” Nova said in a rush, and she was next to the table, lifting the top crate to unpack it before she’d even finished her sentence.

	Shelves filled with canned food and supplies lined the other wall, and an old, well-polished guitar was propped against them. A mattress and battered couch piled with blankets took up the rest of the space, and Lex collapsed onto the bed, hugging her knees to her chest. Her last pain mod had worn off… or was starting to. 

	“I got what I need!” Nova said, breathless, banging on one of the crates. She started rifling through her pack for the broken transmitter.

	“Get it working,” Bas said. “Send our coordinates to Haven with a message that we’re tracking Jeremiah… and he may be captured.”

	He darted a glance at Rory, who was staring at him with intensity, his arms crossed over his chest.

	“Do you have something to add?” Bas asked sharply. “You want to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to flash your scar at that kid?”

	Rory gave a slow shake of his head.

	“Lex needs painmod. Get it. We sleep in shifts.”

	Rory held Bas’s gaze for another split second, then hopped on the ladder and climbed up.

	This breakthrough had given him a fresh burst of energy and clarity that shouldn’t have been available to him after so many hours without sleep. Lex had her eyes closed now, but her lips were in a thin line against whatever pain she was feeling, so she wasn’t asleep yet. She and Rory could sleep first. He’d take the first watch. 

	He strode over to where Nova was fiddling with the transmitter and her newfound tools. It took less than a minute for Nova to locate what she needed to connect their transmitter to the PC. As she fired up the system, Bas darted a look into the crates, scanning their contents. Then, he focused all of his attention on what Nova was doing.

	She slid into a chair in front of the screens, mumbling curses to herself as she pounded the ancient keyboard on the table. He opened his mouth to speak, but something dragged his gaze back to the crate against the wall that had been at the bottom of the stack.

	He took two steps and knelt down, searching for whatever had caught his attention.

	There.

	A glint of metal, a round edge of something half-buried beneath scrap metal. Nothing remarkable about it, but Bas impulsively plucked it from the crate and stared down at it. 

	His skin prickled, the hair raising on the back of his neck as a jolt of electricity radiated through him. It was a ring that he’d found—with a silver band of medium-thickness, neither feminine or masculine—stamped lightly on the inside with a tiny silhouette of a lighthouse. 

	The deep purple center stone mocked him.

	Star sapphire.

	Bas’s hand shook involuntarily, and six lines of light, like a star shining in dark space, seemed to move and dance across the gem’s surface. He had looked them up once, star sapphires. Some valued those lines in the stone, but Bas knew the truth: they were flaws—inclusions that ruined the value of a true sapphire. Why would anyone choose to represent themselves with a stone so fractured and flawed?

	Bas’s entire body heaved in response to the ring, as if he could purge the reality of finding it now, on this mission, in this place that belonged to Haven.

	“What the fuck?” Nova cursed and scooted her chair closer to the screens.

	Sweat popped up anew on his forehead, and dizziness swept over him as he made a fist to hide the ring. He darted a quick glance at Nova, but she was typing furiously, not even looking his way. 

	Bas shoved the ring deep into his breast pocket where it seemed to catch fire, burning a hole a through the fabric, announcing its existence to the world.

	“What is it, Nov?” he asked, his voice raspy. 

	She just shook her head and waved him off. She hadn’t seemed to notice what he’d found, hadn’t witnessed his reaction… She had no reason to suspect anything.

	 

	The ring didn’t belong here. It couldn’t be here.

	The reality of the ring’s existence pounded through Bas’s skull so hard, he found himself clutching his temples as Rory hopped down off the ladder with his pack and medkit. Bas could hear and see everything, yet experienced nothing at all as the world went in and out of focus, spinning as his heart and mind raced. 

	He had to get out of this fucking grave.

	Nova bolted out of her chair, falling to her knees to rip the plug from the wall beside the PC tower. “Shit, shit, shit!”

	The screens went black, and Nova whirled on them all, eyes wide, sweat glistening on her forehead.

	“What happened?” Rory’s voice sounded distant. 

	“There was a message in the queue looping repeatedly—these off-gridders were trying to send a coded message to the next Haven safe house. Probably trying to get past the jammers.” Nova was breathing faster, and she swallowed hard. “When I connected our transmitter, it boosted the signal… the message might have gotten past the jammers. I don’t know if the Coalition will pick it up… or if they’ll be able to trace it back to this location.”

	Bas clenched his jaw tight. Their encryption tech was better than what the safe houses used to create their coded messages, but his racing mind couldn’t make sense of the threat the unnecessary broadcast posed or what to do about it right now. Nova just kept fucking up. First the bullet through a Coalie skull. Now this. Maybe they should just walk right up to a Pandemic Control checkpoint and ask if they had Jeremiah. 

	“Can you get a message out to Haven now?” Bas asked through gritted teeth.

	Nova nodded, her face pale. “I can use their equipment to send it, but our transmitter won’t work on its own… We can’t leave here yet.”

	“And what do you think the odds are that the Coalition will notice that message?”

	Nova shook her head mutely, and Bas turned away from her. “Fix the fucking transmitter so we can get the fuck out of here. I’m taking first watch.”

	He stormed past a silent, tense Rory, who had begun administering Lex’s painmod dose, and climbed back up the ladder.

	As he emerged from the basement, and the stench of the bedroom washed over him, he glanced at the bed and shuddered with disgust. Rory hadn’t put the mother out of her misery. Coward.

	The woman was still breathing, her child curled up beside her in the filthy bed, one arm thrown across her mother’s waist.

	Rory caught up to Bas when he was nearly out the front door and stepped in front of him.

	“Move,” Bas said through gritted teeth. “I said I’ll take first watch. You sleep.”

	Rory’s face was a picture of calm as he searched Bas’s, and Bas narrowed his eyes, putting up every shield he had to prevent Rory from seeing into him. 

	“I’m ordering you to sleep. We might have to run at any moment. Get rest.”

	“You look like shit,” Rory replied evenly. “You’re starting to hallucinate, aren’t you? Since back there on the path. All of us are, after this many hours awake. I know I’m starting to see things that aren’t there… but I can handle a few more hours of this. You need to sleep first.”

	Bas swallowed hard, suddenly questioning the existence of the ring he’d shoved in his pocket. But it was there. He could feel it, burning that hole in his breast pocket, radiating light from that goddamn defective sapphire.

	“I’m fine. I’ll wake you up in a few hours.” Bas tried to push past Rory again, but Rory shifted, blocking his path.

	“As your medic, I’m telling you to rest first. You can’t see yourself right now, but I can. Pale, sweating, hands shaking. You look like the walking dead, and we don’t give zombies guns, now do we? I’ve got this watch. We’ll get out of here at the first sign the Coalies detected that transmission. Sleep.”

	Bas clenched his hands into fists to stop them from shaking and stared Rory down.

	“The team needs you,” Rory continued. “You have some important decisions to make later. We need you at your best, Brother. This is not it, and you know it.”

	Despite his calm demeanor, Bas detected the judgment in his voice. 

	We need you at your best… When you decide what to do about that girl and her mother. 

	If the Coalition did show up, Bas would make the right decision without hesitation. The two of them would have to die to keep Haven’s secrets safe. The question of their fate was the rest of Rory’s unspoken sentence, and Bas went ice cold at the thought, revolted by Rory’s attempts to manipulate him, and at his cowardice in not already putting that woman out of her misery. Why hadn’t he ever noticed before how much Rory manipulated everyone? He was using logic and attempting to appeal to Bas’s ego… because he thought that would work on him, the way a soothing, emotional tone worked on wounded animals and people.

	Disgusting.

	Bas wanted to argue, but he wanted to get the ring out of his pocket more. He wiped the sweat from his upper lip. “Wake me if anything changes, medic.”

	Bas stalked into the extra bedroom—the one with a goddamn window—and shut the door firmly behind him, leaning against it for good measure.

	His hands shook so badly that he nearly dropped the ring as he pulled it from his pocket.

	A tiny lighthouse was still stamped inside the ring. And the star sapphire still laughed at him.

	Watchtower.

	The ring was not a hallucination.

	But he wished it was.

	Every person affiliated with the Watchtower resistance was supposed to be dead.

	Ten members, the leaders of the resistance, had owned rings just like this one, created when they were just a group of dissidents…. A stupid mistake. It had made it that much easier to identify them and wipe them out. Nine of those rings had been melted down, the stones destroyed along with the rest of their belongings after the executions.

	Bas had managed to save the tenth from that fate… so he could wear it, look at it in secret, remember every night what they’d taken from him.

	This ring in his palm brought the number of rings to eleven. 

	It wasn’t possible that the woman dying on the other side of the wall—a woman who managed a Haven safe house—could possibly have a connection to the leaders of a resistance that collapsed fifteen years ago.

	It should not exist…. But it did.

	The reality of it made the room spin again, punched him in the gut, knocked the air from his lungs, made him fight the urge to puke.

	Watchtower.

	Who was that dying woman…and how much did she remember?

	Even one memory of the event that had ended Watchtower was too much. Whatever happened next, Bas knew one thing:

	The woman in the next room needed to die before she had a chance to talk.
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	I press my eye to the door crack and strain to hear what’s being said. They waited until they thought I was asleep to have this conversation.

	Everyone I love most is in the office in our Seattle apartment. Daddy and Mommy huddle together in front of the wood desk, looking down at a holotab. My mom has one hand wrapped around her pregnant belly. Eli.

	Nan stands across from them, blocking my view of whatever they’re looking at. Her hair is more gray than white, and she’s ghostly pale in contrast to my parents’ light brown skin.

	“But what about Selene?” Mommy asks in a low voice.

	Daddy puts a hand on her shoulder. “What about everyone else? All the other children? What about the other parents?”

	“We can’t predict what the fallout will be,” Nan says.

	Then she turns, with that sense of hers, and peers right at the crack in the door, catching me like always. I freeze.

	“Selene?”

	My parents both look at the door, and Nan marches over, exposing me.

	She wraps me in a hug, then passes me off to Mommy, who kneels in front of me. “What did you hear, chickadee?”

	“Nothing.” I stare down at my bare toes.

	She brushes my cheek with a kiss. “Come on now, back to bed. Let’s read you a story.”

	“Which one?” I say, getting excited. I’d rather hear a story than spy on their boring conversations anyway.

	“Whatever you want.”

	“The one about Pandora. But with your ending. The better ending.”

	My mother nods, smiling. Then her face catches fire.

	The flames leap toward me, and I scream, but she wraps her arms around me, clutching me tight. Her nose starts to melt, and strips of skin blacken. Her charred flesh peels away.

	I struggle against her, and her tight grip loosens. Her hands fall away, bones and ash.

	“Daddy!”

	But my father’s on the floor, and he’s on fire, too. I stumble away from my parents and trip, falling to the floor as smoke fills the room, choking me. Flashing lights. Sirens. I press my hands over my ears. Where’s Nan? Did she abandon me?

	No.

	None of this is right. My parents died in a car accident, their bodies burned in the crash. This conversation—this night—happened before they died, before Eli was even born.

	Selene opened her eyes.

	Bright light sent stabbing pains radiating through her skull. She shut her eyes tight and rolled to the side, holding her head with both hands. Her stomach lurched, and she swallowed.

	Her mouth tasted like dust.

	I’m supposed to be dead.

	She forced her eyes open and struggled to sit upright without puking. Her skull throbbed harder, and her eyes watered, but she rubbed them until her surroundings came into view.

	Her heart rate skyrocketed, and bile crept up her throat.

	She was on a metal cot with a thin white mattress. Cramped room, tile floor, white walls. Metal toilet and sink. Gray door with a small barred window.

	No.

	Selene leapt to her feet, and her legs gave out from under her. She crawled another foot, blackness clouding her vision, and heaved over the toilet.

	But her stomach had nothing in it. 

	Her whole body shook as she gripped the edge of the sink and shakily lifted herself up. She leaned against it, panting.

	The mirror above the sink was some kind of cheap reflective plastic that distorted her reflection. Tears filled her green eyes as she took herself in. Cut on her cheek, hair disheveled. Her back throbbed, and she turned carefully to look at the spot where she’d felt the bullets.

	Her shirt had a tear in it. Two tiny holes, scabbed over, marred her skin.

	Darts. Not bullets. Tranquilizers.

	Selene’s throat closed, and she reached for her cuff.

	Her fingertips found bare skin, slid over the silicone disc embedded in her wrist, making it jiggle back and forth.

	Selene started breathing faster as she ran her hand up her arm to the crease of her elbow and the thin strip of tape there.

	She ripped it off, wincing as it stretched bruised skin. The bandage had her blood on it.

	They’d taken her blood.

	Selene fought back a wave of dizziness and forced herself to take a few wavering steps to the door. She leaned against it, standing on her tiptoes to peer through the small window.

	In the hallway outside, two cops stood talking, their expressions intense.

	Selene couldn’t take her eyes off the patches on their uniforms.

	A triquetra with an infinity symbol, cube, and gear.

	Terror seized Selene, and she turned her back to the door and sank down on the tiles, breathing too fast. 

	A red light blinked, and her gaze followed it. Across the cell, in the top right corner, a shiny round disc reflected her. The red light blinked again.

	It was a camera. They were watching.

	Selene started to hyperventilate.

	The Coalition had her.

	And they knew she was Protected. 
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	Anders slammed his shoulder into the root cellar doors again, and they shifted, letting more sunlight in, the chain clanging on the other side. He glimpsed the silver key, glinting in the mud two feet away from the doors. So thoughtful of Lydia to leave it there, just out of reach.

	Anders had already tried propping the door open slightly with a board he’d torn from the shelving, but he’d been unable to drag the key closer to him. And even if he had the key, he couldn’t reach the lock no matter what he did.

	He let out a groan and sank down on the steps. How many hours had he been stuck in here? Long to enough to read every story in Eli’s book at least a dozen times, and for the ancient bulb down here to burn out. His uncle or his dad should have come looking for him already…. He had actually started to regret taking the tracker out of his bike.

	“Anders?” A deep voice called from above ground.

	“I’m here!” Anders jumped to his feet, shouting, and he banged on the doors again. His voice sounded hoarse from all the yelling he’d already done today, every time he’d heard a sound outside.

	The doors shook, and Anders’ heart sped up as the chain clattered. “The key’s in the dirt by your feet!” 

	Was his dad out there? Or was it his uncle? Anders backed down the steps and grabbed Eli’s book off the floor. 

	Both doors were flung open, and Anders blinked against the bright light as it flooded the root cellar. When he could see again, he found his Uncle Jay standing there, wearing jeans and a plain blue t-shirt.

	Finally. Relief surged through him, and he hurried up the stairs and out into freedom.

	“Hey, Princess,” Jay said gruffly. “Do I get a kiss?”

	“Nah.” Anders smirked. “One more minute, and I was totally gonna rescue myself.”

	“Mmm-hmm.” His uncle handed Anders a water bottle and dropped the key back onto the ground. 

	Anders shook his head and chugged the water, looking up at the sky. It looked hazy… and it smelled like wood smoke. Stronger than it had before. And it had to be a hundred degrees out here. Apparently root cellars and nanotech shirts were an excellent combination in a summer day prison. 

	He handed the water bottle back to Jay. “What time is it?”

	“Three o’clock.”

	Anders lifted a brow at the strange expression on Jay’s face. “Where’s dad? I thought I heard someone earlier…. Did he show up and decide to leave me here as punishment?” 

	His uncle frowned and looked away. 

	“Hey. They got away… but I got the card.” Anders pulled the bitstorage card from his back pocket and held it up in a victory pose.

	“I’m not worried about that right now.” 

	“What?” Anders slid the card back into his pocket, confused.

	Uncle Jay crossed his arms over his chest and looked at the house like it held something fascinating.

	Then Anders remembered his backpack. He jogged over to the shed and found it right where he’d left it. He quickly checked it to make sure everything was still there.

	When he discovered that his walkie and bitstick were still there, his relief went up a notch. He would have hated explaining to his dad where that walkie went. He dropped Eli’s book into his bag and rounded the shed. His uncle had walked off and was heading out the wide-open gate, where his two-door Goog was parked beside Anders’ bike.

	Anders went straight for his bike, opening up the battery compartment. The part Lydia had needed was gone, as he’d suspected. “Uh-Uncle Jay… you got your repair kit with you?”

	Uncle Jay removed a tool box from his trunk and set it at Anders’ feet, not looking at him and not saying a word. His weird EvasiveEnigmaticJay hybrid silence was unnerving. Anders rubbed his ear, pulling on it, then got to work, quickly replacing the connection on the battery. He could understand his uncle’s disappointment, but Anders had gotten the bitstorage card. Didn’t that count for anything?

	When Anders was done, his uncle put the tool box back in the trunk and slammed it. 

	“Um… Shouldn’t we call my dad and tell him I have what he needs?”

	Uncle Jay clasped his hands behind his back, and squinted one eye, looking up at Anders. “Get in the car so we can talk.”

	“I can ride my bike—”

	“We’re not going anywhere yet.”

	Uh-oh. Anders turned away, making a face as he slid into the passenger side and shut the door.

	When Jay was in the driver’s side, and he’d shut the door, he wrapped his hands around the steering wheel and looked at Anders. “We’ll worry about your dad and that card later. I have something else we need to discuss.”

	“Okay…”

	“I told you how the messages work—other Haven safe houses send ‘em, and I decode and forward what I get, as well as my own.”

	Anders nodded slowly, his heart rate picking up.

	“Right after you left this morning, I picked up a new message.”

	“What about?” Anders leaned forward, heat coursing through him. Uncle Jay had hardly told him anything last night, and he definitely hadn’t expected his uncle’s conversation to be about Haven.

	Jay rubbed his face, pinching his brow. Then he looked at Anders. “If I let you get involved in this, I have to know you’re ready—”

	“Last night…” Anders pressed a hand into his chest. “I am ready.”

	Jay held up a hand. “Messages are one thing. We move illegal supplies and people, Anders. Sometimes you’ll have to make choices… trade-offs.” Uncle Jay pursed his lips and looked away, out the windshield again. “Sacrifices.”

	“I know. And I understand that.”

	His uncle met his eyes again, but there was something heavy in his. “Do you? Tell me, then… why safeguarding Haven’s Path is important.”

	Anders swallowed and sat taller. “If the Coalition finds out about it, they’ll find Haven and destroy it. And Haven’s our best chance at destroying the Coalition.”

	“But what is Haven?”

	“It’s an underground rebellion.”

	“We are an underground rebellion.” Uncle Jay shook his head. “The rebellion is made up of people. Every single person along the Path risks their lives and the lives of their families every time they help the cause, every time they send out a message for Haven.”

	Anders nodded, trying to figure out what his uncle was getting at. Hadn’t he already decided to let Anders in on Haven’s secrets last night?

	“And the rebellion…” Jay continued. “It’s also the people at the end of Haven’s Path—or working outside of it. We don’t have to know how it works to know that a great many people must be involved in smuggling supplies… and helping people vanish from the Coalition’s database. Hundreds… even thousands of people have to be working with Haven.”

	EnigmaticJay was staring at him with an intense gaze. “I will teach you about Haven’s Path… today. But only if you can show me you understand.”

	Anders took a deep breath and ran his palms along his jeans. Energy was running through him, a vibrating excitement, but dread wrapped itself around his gut and squeezed. He hated it when he couldn’t parse what people were up to, and once again, his uncle seemed to do things for his own reasons… reasons that made no sense to Anders. He’d been expecting anger… disappointment… maybe another homestead ban until the Selene stuff got smoothed over. And here his uncle was, talking about showing Anders even more about Haven instead. Well, he wasn’t about to blow this chance. 

	Anders nodded, afraid to say something that would mess it up.

	His uncle cleared his throat. “If you have to choose between sacrificing something important to you and protecting Haven’s Path, how will you make that decision?”

	Anders swallowed and looked out the windshield, letting his mind race. Jay wasn’t looking for an answer as simple as ‘always choose Haven.’ So what did he want to hear? His uncle’s whole speech just now had been about the people of Haven. He cared more about them than the idea of a rebellion… He cared about protecting the thousands of people dedicated to Haven and the promise of a return to true freedom.

	“I’ll know when to make a sacrifice because…” He met his uncle’s eyes, watching his expression carefully as he replied. “I’ll weigh the value of what I have to sacrifice… against all the lives that could be lost if I fail to protect Haven’s Path.”

	Jay’s mouth lifted a little, and his blue eyes brightened. “Go on.”

	Anders voice came out more confident, deeper. “I’ll choose to make the sacrifice if it will protect Haven’s people.”

	“Yes. Good, Anders.” Uncle Jay squeezed his shoulder. “But you have to keep your promise—be patient—and listen to what I tell you. Once I let you in on this… your promise will matter more than ever.”

	“I promise.” Anders could hear his pulse in his ears, and his mouth was so dry, he grabbed the water bottle from the cup holder where Jay had set it down and took another long drink.

	His uncle settled back in his seat. “Each Haven safe house maintains one waypoint—a “Pathpoint”—a location on the Path where supplies and people stop along the way—it’s where we meet the other off-gridders who manage the safe houses. We don’t know the location of the other safe houses—and with few exceptions—you will usually never reveal your homestead’s exact location or your identity.”

	His uncle was talking about the secret place where he got all his illicit supplies.

	“I know the location of only three Pathpoints,” his uncle continued. “The one we’re in charge of, one to the southeast, and one to the west.”

	“Have you met the other off-grid families who run them?”

	“Yes. But I’ve never seen their faces.” His uncle popped up the center console, revealing two black ski masks. And two guns. “And they’ve never seen mine.” 

	Jay’s expression got heavy again, and he averted his eyes and shut the console. “I got a message from the safe house to the southeast. It was vague… They requested a meeting but didn’t include a date or a time. I’m… I suspected their safe house was behind the current quarantine line. But Pandemic Control’s doing their best to block every frequency, so apparently I was wrong. They must be just outside it.”

	“What do you think they want?” Anders asked, feeling more alert and alive than he had all day.

	“We’re about to find out.” Jay said.

	Anders took another quick drink and set the water bottle down. “Thank you… for trusting me.”

	“Thank me by remembering that promise.”

	“I will. I’ll be patient. And I’ll do what you say.”

	“Then get on your bike. And follow me.”

	Anders followed Uncle Jay along the winding country roads, late afternoon sun dappling the pavement, his excitement growing with every turn.

	Where was Selene right now? Where would Lydia take them? If only she’d trusted him… He really could have helped them.

	Anders tried to banish thoughts of Selene and focus on the promise of the waypoint ahead. 

	The Goog pulled off on a narrow, overgrown trail and disappeared into the forest. Anders guided his bike into the woods after it, weaving through the underbrush, excitement rushing through him. 

	When they’d gone in about a half mile, the barely visible trail abruptly came to an end, and they both stopped their vehicles. 

	Uncle Jay emerged from the car with a black ski mask on and a gun holstered to his jeans.

	Anders took a deep breath, willing himself to stay calm as he removed his helmet and took the ski mask his uncle offered him. He pulled it over his face and attached the holster to his jeans. He left his backpack beside his bike.

	“You remember how to use that?” Uncle Jay asked, his voice muffled.

	It had been a few months since he’d practiced shooting, but he’d known how to use a gun since he was thirteen. He took another deep gulp of air, sucking it through the hot ski mask. “Yes.”

	“You only draw it if your life is in danger, understand?”

	Anders nodded, and his uncle headed straight into the woods.

	It felt like they walked for forever, but it might have only been ten minutes as they followed a narrow trail that hadn’t been visible from where they’d parked. Sweat soaked through Anders’ mask in the heat, but he barely felt it as energy buzzed through him and intensified with every step toward the mysterious waypoint.

	Did Uncle Jay have any idea what Anders had planned? Did he know Anders was thinking about following the path to Haven to join the freedom fighters? If his uncle was teaching him about Haven with the intention of allowing Anders to take over the Nelson family land someday, then Anders had a lot to think about. It was rare for the Coalition to issue new off-gridder exemptions these days, but Anders could attempt to claim the right his mother had given up.

	It was a good thing that plans, like rules, were meant to be broken.

	When they reached a creek, they came to a halt. Anders listened to the sounds of the water bubbling over the rocks, a bird chirping from the canopy overhead. He mentally rotated a map of Telmont in his head, gauging where they were now. This was the same creek that widened further along—down where kids like Charlotte, Scott, and Dion went to camp and drink on the weekends. Anders knew exactly where he was.

	“Watch me,” Uncle Jay said softly. “Don’t talk. No names. Don’t take off that mask.” He stared at Anders expectantly.

	“Got it.”

	They splashed through the low creek and stepped onto the other bank. His uncle pushed through a thick patch of brush, and Anders followed. A small clearing lay ahead in the shade, a thick canopy shielding it from the beating sun. The thickest tree at the center had a faint five-pointed star scratched into the trunk.

	Anders swallowed as they cautiously approached the tree… and the figure beneath it. 

	The person was curled up on the ground against a large, stuffed, gray pack.

	Asleep.

	All this cloak and dagger, and the person they were meeting was taking a nap.

	Anders almost laughed at loud, but he managed to stifle it. He exchanged a glance with his uncle, who shrugged.

	The small person’s chest rose and fell with even breaths, but Anders couldn’t tell anything else. They were wearing a hooded sweatshirt, which had to be unbearable in this heat.

	His uncle glanced around at the woods, his hand on his gun. Then he cleared his throat.

	The person let out a little sound and shifted on the pack.

	Anders couldn’t stop himself from laughing that time, and his uncle elbowed him. Hard.

	The person jolted awake and stared up at them, eyes wide with shock as her hood fell down. 

	The girl had a handkerchief tied across the lower half of her face, and her black hair stuck to her sweat-soaked temple. She scrambled to her feet and nearly tripped on her bag as she leaned back against the tree. “I didn’t think you’d ever show up.”

	“Who are you?” Uncle Jay barked. He drew his gun, and Anders rested his hand on his own gun as he noticed the bulge beneath the girl’s sweatshirt. She licked her lips and raised her arms.

	“I’m… I’ve never been here before…” The girl didn’t have the slightest trace of a Georgia accent, definitely not from around here. “My mom always does the trades.”

	“Don’t see any similarity.” Jay was biting off his T’s sharply, affecting a much harsher southern accent than most of the locals here had. Anders darted another glance at him, amused. Anders had finally seen his uncle’s off-gridder “news” casts last night, and he was using the same accent now that he pretended to have on those.

	The girl seemed to be staring at Anders from beneath her low hood, and he stared back at her, trying to look serious.

	“You better identify yourself,” Jay said.

	The girl blew out a breath, making her handkerchief flutter. “Collective, Mid-range, Disciple. My mom’s words.”

	Jay slightly lowered the gun. “You’re missing a word.”

	She flipped back her hood the rest of the way. Then she untied the handkerchief. 

	“Stop that,” Jay snapped. “What are you—?”

	“Whew. It’s too hot.” The girl casually let the bandana drop to the ground and looked at them both with a calm expression. “Much better. Let’s try this trust thing again, shall we? My family runs the safe house southeast of here. My name is Ivy.”
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	Anders raised his brows as the girl, Ivy, wiped the sweat from her face and sucked in a deep breath. She had Asian features and dark brown eyes. And Anders couldn’t tell how old she was… maybe late teens, early twenties.

	“The fourth word is…” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Something with… Petri dishes…”

	“Didn’t yer ma teach you nothin’?” Uncle Jay asked her, his voice rising. “You keep your mask on.”

	“Well, sir, it’s hot outside, and I’ve been here all day.” The girl said lightly. “In fact, I’ve been here almost every day for the past week… except yesterday. If you didn’t show up today… Well, I thought we might have to keep pushing north and beg help from an off-grid family somewhere up there.” She blew out another breath. “But I couldn’t give up on Haven.”

	“Why are you—?”

	“Agar. That’s the fourth word,” Ivy said firmly. She gestured, waving at Jay’s gun, which was still half-raised.

	“Yes. That’s the word.” Jay grunted and holstered his gun. “Why are you here instead of your mother? That message I got… Nothin’ but a request to meet. No time. No instructions. Nothin’.”

	She pressed her lips in a thin line and looked at Anders again, taking the measure of him, narrowing her eyes as she assessed his clothing. “Who’s he?” she asked, pointing at Anders.

	“We’re not in the business of sharin’ names,” Jay said gruffly. “Again. Why are you here instead of your mother?”

	She gave Anders another suspicious look and leaned against the tree, arms crossed over her chest, and met Jay’s eyes. “I didn’t know if my family would be able to get a message out… or realize what had happened. My homestead is inside the quarantine zone now. I got cut off out here… and the Coalition is after me. And the people I’m with.”

	Uncle Jay was silent for a moment. “Elaborate.”

	Anders raised a brow, and he had to force himself not to ask for more information on what was happening in the quarantine zone. Patience. That’s what Uncle Jay wanted.

	“Two weeks ago, my mother was supposed to meet up with a guy… His parents were off-gridders, but they got arrested, so he’s a citizen now. My family needed some things, and this guy was good for trades usually. But…” Ivy’s controlled expression and tone faltered. “My mother wasn’t feeling well. So she sent me to make the trade.”

	She swallowed and hesitated for a minute. Her voice was rough when she started talking again. “I got to the trading location and saw Pandemic Control hovers flying overhead. I should’ve gone home. But I didn’t. Next thing I know, this old guy shows up a half hour late, but he’s got his daughter and her whole family with him. He said a Pandemic Control officer showed up at their house and… there’d been an altercation.”

	“Guns?” Uncle Jay said quietly.

	Ivy nodded slowly. “I’m pretty sure a Pandemic Control officer got shot, but the family won’t say in front of me. There are three adults, three kids, and one infant. I tried to leave and get back in the zone, but they started setting up check-points. So… I came here.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “I didn’t know where else to go…” Her voice grew cold, steady. “This family doesn’t know a thing about Haven, but they know where my family lives, and my mom traded them those guns. I can’t let them get arrested.”

	Jay cursed under his breath. “Where are they now?”

	“A few miles from here. Well hidden. We’ve moved a few times now, but we lost power in the vehicles… so we had to ditch them.”

	“Are any of you sick?”

	“One of the kids…” Her face went completely blank, but her hands closed into fists. “No. No one is sick. But they’re not used to the heat like I am.”

	“Are you sure?”

	Ivy nodded. “Yes. No one is sick. I’ve been with them for a week.”

	“What’s happening inside the zone? They’re saying it’s a treatable flu virus.”

	She went pale and flared her nostrils. “It isn’t.”

	“Tell us.” His uncle said.

	She slid down onto her pack and folded her hands over her knees, staring at the ground. “First the crops started dying,” she said softly, as if she was reciting the words from memory—no emotion. “Then… everything started dying. The trees, the grass… all of it. It seemed like some kind of root rot… and one of our off-grid neighbors said they’d seen the big farms a few miles south full of dead quin. Then, three days after the first plants started dying, my mom came down with a fever… and I went to do the trade, and…” The girl broke off and swallowed again. “I didn’t think it was related, but the family I’m with told me the rumor they’d heard—the reason they ran…”

	Anders wanted to shake this girl and make her talk faster.

	Ivy looked up at Jay, and her dark eyes hardened. “They heard the ‘flu’ people are getting is fatal… and that it’s somehow related to whatever’s killing all the plants in the zone.”

	“That’s impossible,” Anders said, then slammed his mouth shut.

	“It’s not impossible if it started with the quin,” the girl replied.

	Anders might have only graduated high school because his dad convinced the school to pass him, but he remembered enough biology to know plants and people shouldn’t be sharing the same disease.

	“Thrive.” His uncle murmured. “You think it mutated?”

	“Or caused something else to.” Ivy replied.

	Uncle Jay wasn’t looking at either of them anymore. He was staring through Ivy, and his blue eyes had that faraway look in them they always got when he was thinking hard. He started to pace, and Anders rested his hand on his gun, watching Ivy to make sure she didn’t suddenly go for hers. But she was staring at the ground, her hair hanging in her face. 

	Quin. Thrive. Anders’ mind raced as he recalled the endless commercials Infinitek ran about quin and their other gen-modded biosolutions. His mind conjured an image of the tall quin stalks, the 3D simulation of the pink-colored Thrive bacteria wiggling through the soil, protecting the plant, working symbiotically with it. Breezes blowing through healthy fields, smiling people across the globe eating bowls of the stuff…

	After the Dark Decades, when climate change had triggered droughts and natural disasters, famine and pandemics halved the world population, and economic collapse caused chaos… Infinitek had created a crop that was hardy enough to grow almost anywhere. They’d genetically modified quinoa to create their own patented version called ‘Quin.’ They’d also developed a genetically modified bacterium to release alongside it. Thrive. 

	Thrive was a modified version of a bacteria that was already ubiquitous in soil around the world, and it worked symbiotically with the quin to increase yields and reduce the plant’s need for perfect soil and water conditions. It was also aggressive, dominating its environment, helping to combat plant diseases that would normally affect quin.

	“I thought Thrive prevented stuff like root rot…” Anders said, letting more words escape his mouth, unable to hold them back. His uncle didn’t even seem to notice he was talking.

	“Everything in nature is opportunistic.” Ivy flared her nostrils again and gave him a look that made him feel slow. “Every time you introduce change into a balanced system, you create imbalance. Thrive destroyed some organisms… but it left a hole. It provided opportunities to others. When Infinitek released Thrive, they opened a door. It was only a matter of time before some organism evolved enough to survive better and replace the ones Thrive is meant to control.”

	Anders glanced at his uncle, who had stopped pacing. “They’re burning the infected land?” his uncle asked.

	“That’s what we think, but I didn’t see it for sure.” Ivy stood up. “Please, will you help us get out of here? Can you send us to the next waypoint? Or take us in? The kids…”

	“Are you certain you aren’t carrying this—whatever it is?” Uncle Jay asked.

	“I told you—my mom got sick in three days—seventy-two hours after working in our garden. None of us are sick… We’re not carrying this thing.” 

	“I need to send messages,” Uncle Jay said, “and I’ll see what I can do… But I don’t usually take Haven travelers to my home. You understand.”

	Ivy nodded and looked back at the ground.

	“Do you need anything?” Jay asked. “Food? Supplies?”

	Ivy shook her head, not looking at them. “No. We have enough.”

	“Where’s the family?”

	“Three miles down that access road that leads to the old power plant. Then about half a mile into the woods.”

	“That’s a good hike from here.”

	“Yep. Had ‘em closer, but we had to move so we wouldn’t be seen.”

	“I’ll get messages out and meet you back here at midnight, but I can’t promise anything…”

	“I’ll be here.” Ivy unzipped her pack and pulled out a water bottle and a peach. She settled on the ground, cross-legged, her face expressionless again. “Wait…” she said, as Anders and Uncle Jay started to walk away. “Can you send a message back to my family? Can you… ask if everyone is… okay? Please?”

	“I doubt it will get through,” Jay said, his voice tight. His fake accent was starting to slip. “Don’t even know how they managed to get a message out in the first place with the Coalition jamming everything.” 

	“Please,” she said. “Try?”

	“I’ll try.” Uncle Jay pushed through the bushes, and Anders followed, keeping an eye on Ivy.

	She didn’t move to follow them, but as she bit into her peach, she stared Anders down, the suspicious look back in her eyes.

	Anders hurried after his uncle, splashing across the creek with him. “Holy shit. You think that could have really happened?”

	“I need to get a message to Haven.” Jay’s words rushed out as he quickened his pace, glancing back every few minutes to make sure the girl wasn’t trying to follow them.

	They made it back to their vehicles in half the time it had taken them to get to the waypoint.

	“When we pull through my gate,” his uncle said, ripping off his mask and breathing hard, “you go right into the house and wait for me, understand?”

	Anders peeled off his own sweat-soaked mask and wiped at his face. “Let me come with you… I can help you send a message.”

	“Patience, Anders. Remember your promise. You shouldn’t have said anything to Ivy.” His blue eyes were creased with worry. “I need to focus. I have to contact the next safe house… and get something to Haven. Then we have other things to discuss.”

	 Anders had never seen his uncle so worried… ever. It made his chest go tight. “Do you think this… root rot or whatever it is, is actually a threat to us… outside the quarantine zone?”

	“Wait for me in the house.” His uncle opened the car door as Anders put on his helmet.

	He was already pulling away when Anders realized he still had the gun holstered to his waist. He quickly removed it and put it in his backpack before strapping it on. Then he hopped on his bike to follow his uncle back to the homestead.

	On the way, he had his first thought for his dad. He doubted he knew what was really going on in the quarantine zone. Or would ever know that Uncle Jay and Anders had helped people who had shot a Pandemic Control officer. 

	Right now, Anders and Uncle Jay probably knew more than any citizen outside the quarantine zone. Another boost of adrenaline rushed through him, and he sped up on his bike to boost the thrill of it all.

	Working against the Coalition like this—breaking their laws—it was addictive. It’s what made Anders feel alive. The Coalition would crumble someday, and Anders would celebrate when it died.

	But he’d sure as hell miss this thrill. 
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	It was already late afternoon when Katherine swallowed a tablet of grimp and stepped onto the veranda with an umbrella, ready to get to the lab and back as quickly as possible. Izzy was already outside, waiting for her, surrounded by a security detail.

	Katherine ignored her daughter and strode past her to Captain Wells, who waited at the top of the stairs.

	The man looked very good today. She flashed him a small smile, and his lips turned up slightly in response.

	“Afternoon, ma’am.”

	She inclined her head and started walking, which set the rest of the security detail into motion behind her.

	They headed down the flagstone path toward the hover pad, the rain misting Katherine’s umbrella. She flexed her arm, and the pain in her elbow worsened slightly. It always intensified when it rained. Beside her, Izzy slipped on the slick flagstones and pouted, huddling deeper under her own umbrella. 

	Useless. Can’t even walk without falling. Katherine picked up her pace, keeping her head high. It was a skill, walking in heels in the rain, and like all her skills, she had achieved it through practice and a desire to achieve mastery.

	The cool, crisp air rejuvenated her, and the scent of rain and pine cleansed her, erasing her fatigue and lending her new energy after a trying morning managing the world.

	Captain Wells gestured back at the other soldiers, and they fell behind with Izzy, giving Carson and Katherine some space and privacy.

	“Any updates on the quarantine zone?” Katherine asked.

	“Nothing yet, ma’am. Everything is going smoothly. Most of the infected have been relocated and are awaiting medication, except in the latest area. They’re still sweeping it. No sign of the runners yet. It’s possible they’re hiding inside the zone, but we’re sweeping through all neighboring counties. Headquarters did get a hit on a Protected girl, though. Telmont, Georgia, just outside the zone.”

	“Interesting. Undocumented? We need to ensure there aren’t more.”

	“She has an implant. No GPS on it. We couldn’t activate it remotely.”

	Katherine’s brows shot up. “Who is she, then?”

	“It’s a rural station. They don’t have the equipment to scan implants. Headquarters intends to send a team out to retrieve her and ensure there are no other Protecteds in the area.”

	“Good,” Katherine said, turning the information over in her mind. Most of the Protecteds were contained at this point… The only free Protecteds, mostly children of well-connected families, had gotten secret exemptions, approved by Katherine personally. It had been a long time since they’d found any with implants. That meant the girl’s parents had taken an illegal treatment… or she was part of Infinitek’s original long-term study. There were only a handful of those unaccounted for. If that were the case, she would have to be the daughter of a lower-level Coalition employee.

	The terrorists who had hacked into their system almost a year ago had deleted an enormous amount of the original data and multiple back-ups. Including thousands of patient files, which had created a data nightmare for Dr. Dalton.

	Katherine internally shrugged, glad she’d swallowed her grimp before walking outside. She felt nothing but calm flowing through her at these normally irritating thoughts.

	Soon they reached the landing pad and the Infinitek hover that was being prepped for flight. The other half of her security detail was finishing up their sweep for mechanical sabotage and hidden explosives. 

	Katherine gazed at the Infinity symbol on the hover’s side panel and the slogan beneath it. For a Better World.

	Yes. The reason for everything. 

	This morning they were visiting one of the best-guarded research facilities in the world—a place almost no one knew existed—yet it provided far more in the way of progress and profit than anyone could guess. In only eight years, Infinitek had completely taken over the pharmaceutical industry and had destroyed their competition. No other corporation was capable of approaching the marvels coming out of that facility. And no other corporation could claim they’d made the world better than Infinitek already had.

	Katherine’s lips curved into a small smile as she handed her umbrella off to one of the soldiers. Captain Wells stepped up into the hover and offered her a hand.

	As she took his hand and made eye contact with him, heat stirred within her at the look in his gray eyes, the feel of his warm grasp. 

	Katherine settled into her seat and admired the way Carson’s uniform fit him as he helped Izzy up.

	Izzy sent him a shy smile, and Katherine didn’t miss the smile he gave her back. Or the millisecond his eyes landed on her exposed cleavage. Izzy lingered there, her hand in his, giggling as she thanked him.

	Interesting. 

	Izzy strapped in across from Katherine, and the captain walked to the front of the hover, past where the rest of the security detail was taking their seats.

	He opened the door to the cockpit and said something to the pilot and co-pilot. The privacy glass emerged from the floor, rising to create a barrier between the roomy section where Katherine and Izzy sat and the area where the soldiers were strapped in. It was lightly tinted on their side but would look opaque from the other side.

	Katherine scanned Izzy’s attire from across the space, her white coat, silver-hued low-cut top, and too-tight navy blue pants. A little flicker of irritation made it past Katherine’s calm, and she ground her teeth.

	Izzy looked at Katherine. Then her eyes darted around the interior. “We’re safe. They did a sweep.”

	Katherine’s throat tightened, but she relaxed her features and offered Izzy a smile. “Yes, I’m aware. You don’t need to be afraid.”

	“I’m not…” Izzy looked forward at Carson as he took his seat just on the other side of the soundproof glass. The color in her freckled cheeks heightened. “I know they won’t let anything happen to us.”

	“Oh, honey,” Katherine said, her voice light. “He’s far too old for you. Besides, he doesn’t know you’re unwell. If he ever found out…”

	Izzy went pale again. “I don’t—I wasn’t even thinking about him like that.” She pulled at her jacket’s sleeve, concealing the scabs marring her wrist, where Katherine had grabbed it the night before. 

	“Your time will come,” Katherine said, leaning over to pat Izzy’s knee kindly. “Don’t worry. Someday you’ll find a man who will love you as much as I do.”

	Izzy blinked and pressed herself deeper into the seat as the hover started up and lifted off the ground. 

	Katherine looked out the windows as they rose into the sky and the Raines’ property grew smaller beneath them. After a minute, they’d left it behind and were heading toward Seattle.

	“Has…” Izzy cleared her throat. “Has Dr. Dalton made any progress on the cure Dr. Phan was working on for me?”

	“As soon as the quarantine is lifted, I’ll ensure he puts every resource back into the RGI Project.”

	“Can we trust him like we trusted Dr. Phan?”

	Katherine shook her head. “Our family’s dirty laundry is not his business, or anyone else’s business. Besides, the fewer people who know, the better. We certainly can’t risk Infinitek management getting wind of this and questioning your ability to lead, now can we?”

	Izzy looked out the window, her eyes glittering as they approached downtown Seattle. The rain had ceased for the moment, and a few rays of sun streamed from the gray skies, hitting the Infinitek building. It seemed to sparkle from the middle of the city, a clear center of power.

	“I’m sorry about last night… at dinner,” Izzy said in a near-whisper, pulling at her sleeve again. “It seemed important for one of us to go to the awards show. Even though you got Calliope6 to pull the footage of the… incident… people still talk. They wonder. I thought it would be good for us to prove to everyone that it didn’t affect us.”

	“There’s nothing to prove,” Katherine snapped. “It was one mentally unstable man. His execution should have been enough to reassure the public that we can’t be intimidated and that the Coalition won’t tolerate terrorism now any more than we have in the past.”

	Izzy looked away. “I understand. And I know we don’t have time to waste at PR events. I’m sorry, Mom.” Her voice was a near whisper again, full of remorse.

	Katherine adjusted the jacket over her dress, smoothing the gray wool. “You shouldn’t make me so upset.”

	“I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

	Katherine sighed. “It has been a long time since we appeared at a public event. What, three years since the press got their first snapshot of you?”

	“Six,” Izzy said softly. “The charity event right after I turned eighteen.”

	Katherine studied her daughter’s face, her mood lightening further at the defeat she saw there. She had no patience for the kind of behavior Izzy had displayed last night, but she’d seen the error of her ways and apologized. 

	Katherine’s rules were solely for her daughter’s benefit… but a good leader could also be benevolent, and Izzy needed to learn that, too.

	“If you really want to go, you can go,” Katherine said, “but only with a full security detail.”

	“But… really?” 

	Carson shifted in his seat on the other side of the privacy glass as he spoke to one of the men beside him. Katherine tilted her head, admiring the outline of his strong features.

	“Really, Mom? I can go?” Izzy repeated, hesitant. 

	Katherine waved a dismissive hand. “As you said, we should have a representative. I’ll let my stylist know you need a gown.”

	The hover was making good time, and they were already past the city, flying over thick forests, following the winding road that led north, to the Protected District.

	The self-sustaining district had been modeled, in part, on Infinitek’s space colony fleet plans, and it functioned beautifully, with almost no outside supplies or intervention… except for the Infinitek guards that kept order.

	The district had grown a lot in the eight years since its inception. Rectangular housing and facilities dotted the ground in long, even rows for miles, built of concrete and metal. Bright lights dotted the outer edges, where new construction was going up to accommodate the tens of thousands of Protecteds who had been moved here when Katherine had made the decision to close the smaller New York district for good.

	Infinitek had invested an enormous amount in the original construction of the camp and its facilities, but it was nothing compared to the revenue the Protecteds had unknowingly generated for her since then.

	The Protected Project was the most lucrative research Infinitek had ever funded. They’d had to officially end their research when the “Defective” problem came to light, but the research and revenue generated from the Protecteds hadn’t ended there. Katherine had simply moved it underground. Literally.

	Once the hover passed beyond the far wall of the district, they crossed into restricted airspace—private woodland owned by the Raines family.

	It took ten more minutes to reach the small clearing in the dense forest, and a series of lights lit up briefly to guide the hover down.

	Katherine gripped the armrests of her seat as the hover landed.

	Another security detail, men wearing Infinitek troop uniforms, emerged from the woods to escort them to the lab. There wouldn’t be terrorists out here, but her soldiers were well-trained and followed protocol everywhere. As soon as Katherine and Izzy stepped off the hover, they surrounded them in a tight formation to escort them to the lab’s secret entrance.

	Katherine’s heels sank slightly into the damp earth as they entered the forest, following a narrow dirt path. A cold drop of water from the earlier rain fell through the thick forest canopy and landed on her cheek.

	She wiped it away and took a deep breath. Perhaps she’d spend a few weeks in the smaller, more rustic home her father had built a few miles from here, deep in the woods. The Raines family had spent many summers there, but she hadn’t been back in over eight years. Perhaps it was time for a change of pace. 

	Too soon, Katherine found herself at the lab’s entrance: reinforced steel doors surrounded by concrete, set into the side of a small artificial rise.

	Izzy tensed beside Katherine as the team scanned themselves in and the doors unlocked, revealing a concrete stairwell that led straight down into the ground. Their footsteps echoed on the stairs as they descended, and one of the lights flickered oddly at the bottom, where the elevator was.

	The team checked the elevator, despite the fact that they’d almost certainly swept it before she’d arrived.

	When they’d cleared it, she stepped into the spacious interior and looked at herself in the mirrored doors, smoothing her hair back into its bun, steeling herself for her meeting. She was not leaving here without a guarantee that all requested medication shipments would be delivered to the quarantine zone by tomorrow morning. She’d had enough of this bothersome quarantine situation, and it needed to be over so she could move on to more pressing matters. Like teaching Calliope6 a lesson about attempting to move into Infinitek-owned industries. And gathering enough intel on the Eastern European Alliance to destroy them once and for all.

	Katherine’s lips curved up at the edges as the elevator carried them down hundreds of feet—and into a different world.

	The doors slid open, and Katherine blinked against the bright light. A stark white room with metal benches awaited them, along with a cluster of scientists in white lab coats.

	The lead researcher stepped forward with a slight limp and held out a hand. “Katherine.”

	Katherine looked him over. The tall man was just past the age of retirement, and his recent experience had aged him considerably. But his watery eyes were still sharp and intelligent. Impressive, considering what he’d been through. But it didn’t matter. She would replace the obnoxious man the instant she found a candidate capable of taking over his position.

	“Good morning, Dr. Dalton. We’re eager to see your progress.”
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	Katherine and Izzy followed Dr. Dalton deep into the secret facility, down half a dozen blindingly white corridors.

	The old man’s limp was even more pronounced than before. A few assistants peeked out from doorways, gawking as Katherine passed but inclining their heads with respect when they caught her looking.

	Excellent. They knew who they really worked for.

	When they finally reached a pair of reinforced steel doors, Dalton turned to them. He looked like he was going to say something but began wheezing and coughing instead, leaning against the door for support.

	Katherine narrowed her eyes, watching his weasely face turn red.

	When he’d caught his breath, he stared rudely at Izzy and pointed at her. “Who is she, and why is she here?”

	“Her name is Isabela, and she is my daughter. I brought her before, when Dr. Phan ran the facility, when you were in New York. She has full clearance to see this sector.”

	Dalton stared Izzy down again, a calculating look in his eyes, a false smile on his face. “I apologize. I knew you had a daughter but didn’t imagine she’d be so… lovely.” The old man coughed again.

	“Dr. Dalton,” Katherine said, just barely keeping herself from snapping at him, “you claimed you’d be fully recovered from the virus by now.”

	“I said it could take twelve months to recover from the attack. It’s only been eleven.” He turned back to the wall panel, beginning the complicated process of verifying his clearance.

	Izzy looked at Katherine with a veiled expression, and Katherine balled her hands into fists, frustrated with the slow progress they were making. She would find a replacement for this man.

	But first she needed his help rebuilding all the research the terrorists had deleted when they’d infiltrated the New York research facility eleven months ago. A large chunk of Protected research data, spanning decades, had been accessed through a security weakness in that location, and all back-ups had been corrupted or deleted permanently. Including all video footage and data on the terrorists who had done it, much to Katherine’s vexation.

	One of Dalton’s own test subjects had, with the help of the terrorists, infected Dalton with a virus in a sadistic murder attempt. Luckily, Dalton had received the antidote before the infection could do permanent damage.

	Katherine resisted the urge to tap her foot as he input a second series of codes. Her gaze moved to the large portrait on the opposite wall. The caption below the forty-year-old photo read The Protected Project Founders: Dr. Rab Phan, Dr. Avia Sherman, and Dr. Oliver Dalton. It was one of the only photos of the trio of scientists that Infinitek had sanctioned for release. 

	Phan had died a very old man, loyal and hard-working until the end. Sherman had made the initial discoveries, but when the birth defects came to light, the cowardly bitch had wiped much of her own research and offed herself. Which made Dr. Dalton the last living founder of the Protected Project. Only he could reconstruct what the terrorists had destroyed, and the bastard knew it.

	The access panel beeped, finally verifying Dalton’s credentials, and the steel doors slowly slid open, revealing the heart of the facility. 

	They walked one more long white corridor and turned down another. Glass windows lined the walls, periodically broken up by more hallways that led deeper into the research area. 

	Behind each viewing pane was a fully stocked lab and diagnostic pod, and each lab was capable of adhering to the highest level Pandemic Control quarantine protocols.

	Izzy slowed as they passed the first lab, her eyes riveted to the activity inside. Research personnel stood around a diagnostic pod in full hazmat suits, peering down at the occupant.

	This pod held an adult Protected male who appeared to be sedated. His tan skin looked sallow beneath the rainbow light shimmering over the thin gown he wore. Katherine put her hand on the small of Izzy’s back and shoved her forward, so they could walk past a dozen more occupied labs.

	In this facility, researchers injected Protected test subjects with some of the most virulent diseases on the planet. Out in the real world, a Protected’s immune system kicked into high gear almost immediately, destroying a threat with almost no effort. But by raising the dose of the disease far past lethal levels for any normal human, researchers were able to force a Protected’s immune system to create measurable levels of antibodies.

	And once that happened, Infinitek was able to use their blood to develop and synthesize cures and create vaccines faster than would otherwise be possible.

	Dr. Dalton turned down a corridor, still limping, and stopped in front of another lab. He leaned against the glass to catch his breath and looked at the activity going on inside.

	Katherine had had enough. She stepped closer to Dalton, forcing him to look at her. “I do not have time to watch you conduct research. We came here to be briefed on the status of the cure. Pandemic Control needs that medication, and they need it now. You said you had the antidote, so why haven’t you sent the required doses?”

	Dalton stood straighter. “Every Protected subject we have is currently being prepped for injection with PA2. But so far, subjects have only exhibited a significant immune response when we inject ten times the usual dose of infectious disease directly into their bloodstreams. Dr. Farrow is about to inject this one right now.”

	Dalton narrowed his eyes and tapped the small earpiece in his ear. “Yes,” he said, looking into the lab again. “Thank you, Doctor Farrow. I’m here to observe.” He turned back to Katherine. “Perhaps this will help to illustrate the problem we’re facing.”

	Katherine pressed her lips together and looked into the lab. 

	This time, it was a woman in her twenties inside the clear glass diagnostic pod. But she wasn’t sedated. Her face shone with sweat, and her blond hair stuck to her forehead. She resisted, pulling weakly against her straps as the research personnel readied her injection and plunged it into the port in the diagnostic pod.

	The Protected girl’s mouth opened in a silent scream as the needle hit its mark, and she began to buck against her straps violently. Sweat poured down her face, and the team inside calmly watched her heart rate and vitals data on the 3D display.

	It went on for what seemed like forever, the girl bucking against her straps, slowly growing weaker. Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull, and her mouth frothed.

	Katherine clenched her jaw tighter, getting ready to fire Dalton on the spot for insubordination. Other brilliant scientists would leap at the chance to head this sector… if they knew about it.

	Inside the lab, the heart rate monitor suddenly flat-lined. The Protected girl was dead.

	Izzy glanced at Katherine with a blank expression, then stared back into the lab.

	Inside, the leader of the research team shook her head and gestured. 

	Katherine narrowed her eyes at Dalton. “What the hell just happened?”

	The doctor shook his head. “I was afraid of that. We lost that one’s sibling yesterday, so Dr. Farrow suspected we’d lose it, too. Thirty percent of the Protecteds immediately experience full-blown autoimmune attacks and die within hours—or minutes—of receiving the first dose.”

	Katherine’s muscles went rigid, and her pulse skyrocketed as a new team of workers wearing Hazmat suits arrived to dispose of the Protected girl’s body. “And the rest?”

	“The rest are able to fight the PA2 and recover. We harvest their antibodies, and when the immune response ceases, we inject them again to trigger another response. They’re viable subjects. I’ve managed to create a few hundred doses of the serum so far; however, many of the subjects are already showing signs of autoimmune attacks. But the serum does work. None of our antibiotics work on this, but the serum can cure the infection in genetically pure humans, and it can prevent first infection or reinfection for up to twenty-four hours, even if PA2 is found in the environment at high levels.”

	“Can she infect one of us?” Izzy asked, her voice cold.

	“It. Not she. That abomination in there is not human.”

	“Can it infect us?” Izzy asked flatly. “Answer the question.”

	Katherine gave Izzy a slight nod, approving of the tone she was taking with Dalton. Much better than the weak way she spoke at home.

	Dr. Dalton coughed again. “Yes, it could infect us. We give test subjects high enough doses to trigger a significant and lasting immune response. They can be highly contagious until their immune systems eradicate a disease. But we adhere to strict Pandemic Control protocols.” He gestured toward the lab again. “They’ll burn that test subject’s body immediately.”

	“Good.” Izzy squinted at the dead girl as the workers dropped her body into a bag and zipped it shut.

	Katherine’s heart rate slowed, and she folded her damp hands together. Enough of this. “Where is the order, Dr. Dalton? Why haven’t you sent the full shipment?”

	“As I said, thirty percent—”

	“I don’t care about your percentages. Have you seen what we’re dealing with? In two weeks, we’ve lost seventy-five percent of the infected in Alabama near where the mutated version of P. Aeruginosa first originated. The remaining twenty-five percent are still ill, and none have recovered.”

	“What are you not—?” Dr. Dalton cut himself short and let out a sigh. “The data is in my office.”

	Dalton led them further, turning down another corridor. His office was a small, cramped room, and Izzy and Katherine sank down in uncomfortable metal chairs across from his desk.

	Izzy twitched in her seat, looking like she wanted to open her mouth again and waste more time.

	Katherine reached out and covertly pinched Izzy’s thigh, forcing her to go still.

	Dalton winced as he sat, and his gnarled hands shook as he tapped the air to bring up a graph on his holo display.

	Katherine leaned forward. “We need 100,000 doses of serum for the infected, at least. But Pandemic Control requested 200,000 to be safe. When will they be ready?”

	Dr. Dalton gave her a level gaze, and she almost detected a smirk.

	“Never, Katherine. Not with my current resources.”

	Never.

	“Failure is not an option.” Katherine’s voice rose, and she sat taller, gripping the arm rests. “If you can’t do this, I’ll find someone who can.”

	Dalton didn’t even try to hide his amusement at her threat. “This is nothing like the diseases we’ve fought in the past. You would need to send me at least twenty-five hundred Protecteds immediately. I’d likely lose thirty percent, leaving me with just enough alive to possibly procure your 100,000 doses of the cure.”

	Katherine let out a harsh laugh. Removing twenty-five hundred Protecteds from the district would cause riots and reveal the existence of this facility. Was Dalton going senile?

	Dalton grunted and pointed at the graph. “Look at the data, Katherine. I’m down to only two hundred viable subjects, and you have limited me to only a few dozen new subjects per month. I might be able to get sixty doses of serum from each of them before full-organ autoimmunity is triggered. Then we have to euthanize.”

	Katherine’s internal sense of control slipped just enough to make her feel dizzy. One hundred thousand infected… and no cure. This wasn’t part of the plan. They had a cure. The AP2 was contained, the quarantine zone was holding, and the infected had been placed in holding areas. Pandemic Control was going to cure the infected, remove them from the zone, and then burn every square inch of infected land. They’d run the projections. The plan would work.

	Problem solved.

	The last piece, the only piece missing, was enough doses of the serum.

	“We need that cure,” she said, her mouth going dry. “There has to be a way to keep the test subjects from dying—or a way to stretch the serum or synthesize the cure. You’ve done it plenty of times before.”

	“I’m working on that, but synthesizing the cure takes time, and stretching it has made it ineffective.”

	“I don’t want to hear your excuses,” she said, her voice hard. “Didn’t you hear me the first time? Failure is not an option.”

	“You want to find someone else, Katherine? Maybe someone who performs magic tricks instead of research.” Dalton jabbed the holo display, shrinking it. “If so, be my guest. Every time we try to dilute the serum, it fails to cure. Dr. Phan was reconstructing Dr. Sherman’s research on Protected antibodies when he passed away… but it’s not complete, and half of it went missing—”

	“I’ll get you more scientists.” Katherine’s voice sounded far away, like it was coming from someone else.

	“And where will you get me more Protecteds?” He narrowed his eyes and gave her a slight nod. “More scientists will help. But this time, try not to issue security clearances to terrorists.” His tone was biting, and he tapped his finger on the desk. “I’m still waiting for you to track down ‘Michael Monroe’ and the test subject who tried to murder me.”

	Katherine took a deep breath and stood, staring down at the old man. “How many doses can you get to the zone in the next forty-eight hours, with the two hundred test subjects you have?”

	“Enough to cure the Pandemic Control troops. But that’s it.” Dalton flicked his wrist and gestured, bringing up a new image. It was a map of the world with the current quarantine zone shaded red, with the title Projection for Quarantine Zone Failure - AP2.

	The sight of it made Katherine’s entire body go cold.

	“I’m sure you’ve seen this,” Dalton said carefully. “Pandemic Control sent it over in a bid to encourage me to work faster. Should even one infected individual escape the quarantine zone… it spreads quickly. Within just a few months…”

	He tapped the air several times, and the red expanded, spreading across the continent, inching toward Washington state. In four months’ time, it had reached most parts of the world.

	“We are working on a vaccine for the uninfected,” Dalton continued, “but even with our advantage vaccines still take months, if not years. Every hour you do nothing about that quarantine zone is one more hour you risk infecting the entire planet.”

	He met her eyes, and there wasn’t the slightest hint of amusement left on his face. “All plant life would be at risk. Every human on Earth. If you want my advice—”

	“I do not.” Katherine snapped. She had already seen this projection. But it hadn’t been relevant when she believed Dalton had the cure. “You’re telling me, with one hundred percent certainty, that you cannot cure the infected within the quarantine zone unless I give you twenty-five hundred Protected test subjects?”

	“I am telling you, with one hundred percent certainty, that I cannot. Not before most of the currently infected one hundred thousand die…” He waved at the red map. “Or worse.”

	“Thank you, Dr. Dalton. Get back to work, and call me immediately with any updates. Tell security we’re letting ourselves out.” Katherine strode into the empty hallway without waiting for his response.

	Izzy followed, shutting Dalton’s door, and stepped in front of Katherine, gently touching her arm, searching her face. “Mom? Are you okay?”

	Katherine pushed past her without a word.

	They headed back the way they’d come in, past busy researchers, past men in hazmat suits, past empty, dim labs where rainbow light cascaded over infected subjects in diagnostic pods.

	As she walked toward the double doors at the exit, Dalton’s words echoed through Katherine’s mind on a loop.

	One hundred thousand infected. According to Pandemic Control, most, if not all, would die without the cure. And it would only take one infected escaping containment… for it to become a pandemic. A pandemic that currently caused death in 75% of subjects within two weeks of infection. With time and more test subjects, Dalton should be able to synthesize a cure or create a vaccine that worked. But that quarantine zone and all those infected… They were a dangerous liability. 

	The Protecteds were an asset of immeasurable value.

	She could not lose control.

	What would her father do? What would his answer be?

	He would end this. Now.

	Katherine jabbed the button beside the steel doors, letting security know they were ready to be buzzed out. As they waited for the doors to slide open, Katherine turned to Izzy. “Do you know what mistakes really are?”

	Izzy stayed silent, her expression sullen.

	“They’re opportunities. And what do we do when we find an opportunity?”

	Izzy’s eyes narrowed, meeting Katherine’s. “We take it.” 

	“And why? What does every lost opportunity represent?”

	“Lost profit.”

	“Yes.” Katherine inhaled deeply, and her heart rate began to slow. “Infinitek has survived through economic collapse, pandemics, and natural disasters that destroyed every nation. Do you know why we succeeded where everyone else failed?”

	The color began to creep back into Izzy’s cheeks. “Because the Raines family never quits. We do whatever it takes to create a better world.”

	“Yes. When circumstances change, we must evolve with them.” Katherine caught her reflection in the steel doors in front of her and smoothed a loose strand of brown hair back into her bun as a feeling of calm flowed through her once more. “If we win today, we own tomorrow.”

	Izzy nodded, her face flushed.

	“Whenever there’s a problem,” Katherine continued, “there’s always a solution. And…”

	“Infinitek provides it,” Izzy finished.

	Katherine let out a breath and threw her shoulders back as the double doors slid open. She stepped into the corridor beyond, sweeping a gaze across the three founders of the Protected Project once more.

	All of Infinitek’s projects, including this one, had faced innumerable setbacks, but the net result had always been positive. This was just a setback. Nothing more.

	Katherine strode past the portrait, and Izzy kept pace beside her.

	“When we get home,” Katherine said, “you’ll call Stephen and Arissa and tell them we’re having a meeting. Quietly. This meeting only involves Calliope6 and MetaTransport. I’ll bring in the other eight corporate heads when the time is right.”

	“Mom?” Izzy stopped walking and grabbed Katherine’s hand. “What’s our solution this time?”

	Katherine gave Izzy a small smile, her confidence fully restored. Then she gently traced a finger down Izzy’s high cheekbone and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “You already know the answer to that. Don’t you, Isabela?”

	Izzy’s mouth turned up in a hesitant half-smile, and Katherine nodded, encouraging her to speak the words.

	“Of course I do.” Izzy’s blue eyes shone, displaying nothing but trust and faith. “Progress requires sacrifice.”
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	As soon as Anders and his uncle reached the homestead, Uncle Jay yelled out the window to remind him to go into the house, then drove down the dirt road toward the back of the property. 

	Anders’ heart rate picked up again as he strode toward the farmhouse. As he climbed the stairs and reflexively brushed the star engraved in the post, the old thrill raced through him, but it felt more real this time.

	More dangerous.

	Anders had a new urgency and determination inside him as he pushed through the front door and headed back to his uncle’s office.

	Even the house felt different. The windows were unshuttered, and the LED globes were off. Natural light flowed through the house, illuminating the dust motes in the air. The books seemed to hold knowledge he could actually use now and understand, and even the boards creaking beneath his feet seemed more welcoming somehow, like they recognized he finally, fully belonged here.

	And the for the first time in his life, he started to wonder what it would be like to stay in Telmont and carry on his family’s legacy—guarding and serving Haven’s Path, keeping the light of freedom and independent thought alive on a plot of land truly owned by people and not corporations who mistook themselves for people.

	As Anders stepped into his uncle’s office, a thud sounded behind him, in the hall. Then fast, light footsteps.

	Anders bolted out the door, following the sound. 

	The door creaked ahead, and Anders walked toward it slowly, his heart thudding. “Uncle Jay?”

	His uncle couldn’t possibly be back yet.

	Light was streaming into his mother’s childhood bedroom, across the unmade bed where Anders had slept the night before.

	He pushed open the door, and a high-pitched grunt sounded from behind it. 

	The door bounced back, and Anders saw a small shape. A child?

	He stepped into the room and shut the door.

	Eli was huddled against the wall, staring up at him with wide green eyes.

	Anders found himself grinning. “Eli?”

	Eli tilted his head to the side. “Anders? How are you here?”

	“This is… my uncle’s house. What are you doing here?” And why hadn’t Jay told him Selene and her family had fled here after leaving him locked in a root cellar? Things were starting to make more sense, but not by much. Was this what his uncle had needed to talk to him about… harboring Selene and her family? Anders’ dad would not approve of this.

	“Please…” Eli said, folding his hands together, “Don’t tell my Nan. I was supposed to stay in the cabin, but she fell asleep and… I just…” His eyes got even wider. “I’ve never seen so many books.”

	Anders let out a laugh and extended a hand, his mind trying to work out the details as he helped Eli to his feet. “Sorry for hittin’ ya with the door.”

	“Sorry we locked you in the root cellar.” Eli chewed his lip and averted his eyes.

	“You didn’t. You gave me an awesome book, and I read it all. You can have it back, too. Got it here in my backpack. And hey,” Anders leaned down and gave Eli a friendly smile. “Thanks for that bitstorage card, too.”

	Eli’s eyes widened again. “Don’t tell Nan about that, either. She thinks Selene had it.”

	“I won’t tell her… but where is Selene?”

	Eli’s lower lip trembled, and he glanced out the window, at the view of the wraparound porch and solar array. “You said if you had that card you could help her…”

	“What’s wrong?” Anders squatted down so he’d be at eye level with Eli, his heart beating harder again, this time with dread.

	“Selene never came home after…”

	“After what?”

	Eli’s eyes took on a shine, and he bit his lip and looked at the floor again. Anders got the sudden urge to hug the poor kid, but he stopped himself. He didn’t want to freak him out or upset him worse than he already was.

	“Hey, it’s okay,” Anders said softly. “You can tell me. Maybe I can help.”

	Eli took a deep breath. “These people came and stole all our food. They stole everything… even all the stuff we had… from our parents. And they had guns.” 

	“Guns…?” Anders furrowed his brow, feeling as left out as he’d felt when Ivy and his uncle were discussing Thrive. Was that why the root cellar had been so empty? Who the hell would show up with guns to rob a poor family like that? “Eli… What happened? Who stole from you? What were their names?”

	Eli shook his head. “Selene went after them,” he said, his voice shaky. “And she never came home. And then… and then… I’m not supposed to talk about it. Nan said not to tell anyone anything.”

	Anders’ pulse buzzed in his ears as his mind replayed the day’s events. His dad hadn’t come for him… his uncle acting evasive about the bitstorage card… thieves at Selene’s house. Why did none of this add up? 

	“What happened then?” Anders asked.

	Eli’s eyes filled with tears. “We saw Selene on the road by our house this morning. And there were cops.”

	“Cops?” The room seemed to distort and waver around Anders, and he sank back on his heels to regain his balance.

	“Nan says they took her.” Eli whispered. “And…”

	“Took her.” Anders swallowed, his mouth dry. “And what?”

	Eli rubbed his eyes. “I can’t tell you.”

	Anders’ skin felt overheated, even with his nano shirt. He laid a hand on Eli’s shoulder and squeezed. “It’s okay. My dad’s the sheriff, remember? So I can still talk to him. I can help Selene.” Anders took a deep breath. “But you have to tell me.”

	Eli pulled away, pressing himself against the wall. “I can’t.”

	Anders leaned forward a little, and Eli reluctantly met his eyes. “If the cops did take Selene in, I want to help get her out of there. But I can’t help her unless you tell me…”

	Eli took two quick little breaths, then wrapped a hand around his right wrist. “I heard Nan tell… your uncle.” He took another hiccupping breath.

	“What?” Anders asked. “You can trust me. I can help.”

	“The Coalition wants to take me and Selene away,” Eli’s voice came out in a whisper, and he let go of his arm, showing Anders his wrist. “Because… We’re Protected. I don’t have a tag … but she does. They’ll know.”

	Protected. The word cut through Anders like a knife.

	The sheriff had Selene. Anders knew it. And his uncle knew it, too.

	Trade-offs. Sacrifice. His uncle’s words came back to him. He had been trying to keep him busy today, leaving him in that root cellar, then taking him to that Pathpoint. Manipulating him so he could try to force him to accept what was happening: his dad was going to turn in another Protected girl to the Coalition.

	Another girl sent to a Protected camp because of Anders. Just like Lex.

	Fuck no. His dad wasn’t gonna play this game and win. Anders would not stand by again and watch this happen.

	He forced himself to keep his expression smooth, for Eli’s sake. “Thank you for telling me,” he said, his voice rough. “But you don’t have to worry. No one is going to take your sister away. Or you.”

	“Really?”

	“I promise.” Anders said. I promise.

	Eli rushed him, wrapping his thin arms around Anders’ neck in a tight hug. He returned the hug, rubbing Eli’s back gently as he sniffled. 

	Anders took a deep breath, willing his blood pressure to fall, but he was too angry now.

	“Hey, my uncle’s got about five shelves of books just like the one you gave me. All fiction. You wanna read ‘em while you wait for me to get back?”

	Eli sniffed, wiping at his eyes. “But I’m not supposed to be in here.”

	“Well, this is my uncle’s house, and I say you can be in here. Come on.”

	He stood and led Eli toward the living room, where all the fiction was.

	“You hungry or thirsty?” he asked.

	Too late. Eli was on the ground, enthralled, and already removing books from the shelves, hungrily reading the back covers. Anders got it. He was afraid. Alone. He’d lost himself in these shelves lots of times after his mom died.

	“I’ll be back soon.” Anders said lightly, tightening his hand over the strap on his backpack “Just don’t touch any open books, okay? Especially ones with notes in them.”

	Eli nodded, and Anders turned to leave, but hesitated, something tugging at his gut. The thieves Selene went after—they were a missing piece—confusing. Wrong.

	“Eli… The people who stole from you… do you remember anything else about them?”

	Eli didn’t even look up from the book as he chewed his lip, clearly thinking. “I remember… the name of the girl who told them to take the things in our trunks …. They called her Ivy.”

	Anders went still. “What did she look like?”

	Eli furrowed his brow. “Black hair. Asian.” He wiped at his eye again and looked down at his book.

	“Okay, Eli. I’ll be back.” Anders barely heard his own voice.

	Adrenaline rushed through him as he strode through the house toward the front door.

	They called her Ivy.

	He’d bet his life on the fact that there was only one Ivy in town that fit Eli’s description and would have had the knowledge and motivation to steal from other off-gridders.

	Fucking hell.

	Anders would deal with that thief Ivy and his uncle later. Right now, he needed to get Selene away from his father. How many hours had she been in custody?

	He’d find a way to get Selene out of there. His dad wasn’t going to turn another Protected girl over to the Coalition. If his dad had taken Selene in this morning… she could already be on her way to Coalition police headquarters in Seattle.

	This was Lex all over again.

	Anders stepped onto the front porch and carefully closed the door behind him, energy buzzing through his body, heart pounding in his ears.

	“What the hell?” The voice was raspy, hoarse. 

	Anders jerked away from the door and found Lydia on the porch next to one of the windows. She pulled her gun from its holster and aimed it at him, her hands shaking.

	“You bring the cops here?” she asked, bloodshot and puffy eyes darting toward the gate. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you live.”
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	Anders raised his hands in the air, and Selene’s grandmother advanced on him, lifting the gun higher.

	“How did you find us?” she growled.

	“I could ask you the same thing.” Anders’ muscles felt tight as springs. He’d known Lydia traded with Uncle Jay, but Jay didn’t let just anyone come to his homestead…. So how had she gotten here? Anders wanted to go, now, and get Selene back. Yet here he was, on the business end of this old lady’s gun for the second time in one day.

	“What are you doing here?” Lydia repeated.

	“You mean, why am I not still locked in a dark cellar?” 

	Uncle Jay’s car appeared at the side of the house and rolled to stop. He was staring at them through the windshield, his eyes wide. 

	Anders felt his lips twitch at the absurdity of it all.

	Jay was out of the car in a flash. “Lydia—”

	“What the hell is going on here?” she demanded, her eyes flicking from Anders to Jay and back. “Do you know him?”

	“Yeah… Do you?” Anders smirked at his uncle, but his heart started thudding harder, anger twisting in his gut. His uncle had lied to him… or at least failed to tell him the truth about Selene, knowing full well how he’d react.

	Uncle Jay waved a hand. “Lydia, please lower the gun. He’s my nephew. Put the gun away.”

	Lydia’s eyes got as big as Jay’s had been a moment ago, and she sucked in a ragged breath. But she didn’t lower the gun. “Why didn’t you say something,” she asked, her voice cold, “when I told you he came to our house, and I locked him in a root cellar?”

	“We can hash this out inside the house. No weapons.”

	“No, I don’t think so.” Lydia’s blue eyes burned a hole through Anders. “Eli and I aren’t safe here anymore.”

	“Eli’s just fine, ma’am,” Anders said softly. “He’s inside reading. I said he could stay if he wanted. But Selene’s not alright, is she?”

	“Because of you—”

	“No. Not because of me.” Anders looked at Uncle Jay. “She’s not safe, because she’s a Protected.”

	Jay’s expression didn’t even change. No hint of surprise, shock, nothing. He’d known the whole time… which meant he’d been manipulating Anders today—leaving him locked in the cellar, taking him to the waypoint, all to keep him from reacting to the situation.

	Anders let out a laugh and leaned against the front door, crossing his arms over his chest. “You gonna run again?” he asked Lydia. “You just gonna leave Selene with my dad?”

	“Maybe I’ll take you from him the way he took Selene from me.” Lydia said darkly. She took a step toward him.

	Uncle Jay let out a nervous sound from his position at the bottom of the stairs. “Anders isn’t working with his dad. He’s on our side here. I didn’t want him involved in this—that’s why I didn’t tell you.”

	“That why you didn’t tell me dad had Selene?” Anders’ voice came out thick. “Or that Lydia and Eli were here? Why are they here, Uncle Jay?” Anders rubbed a hand down his face, trying to ignore the gun aimed at him, ignore the hate in Lydia’s eyes. He was starting to get worried—he hadn’t pegged her for a killer, but something was different about her now.

	“We needed supplies.” Lydia snapped. “We’ll be going now.”

	“You tell my uncle why you need those supplies?”

	A confused look rippled across the old woman’s face as Uncle Jay cleared his throat.

	“Anders knows about Haven, Lydia. He can help me get you and Eli out of here safely.”

	“The sheriff’s son knows about Haven,” Lydia echoed tonelessly. “The sheriff in on this, too.”

	“No!” Jay said. “No. Anders isn’t even supposed to be coming around here. I don’t talk to the sheriff.”

	Liar. So many layers of lies happening here. “How does Lydia know about Haven?” Anders asked. Should he mention Ivy? Did Uncle Jay realize exactly how much of a clusterfuck all this was?

	His uncle blinked a few times and licked his lips, not looking at Anders. “Lydia was a member of Watchtower—she helped smuggle out medication, supplies to off-grid families.”

	Oh shit. Watchtower. Anders’ throat tightened as he looked at Lydia, who was now studying him with narrowed eyes. His entire estimation of her twisted itself into a new configuration with this information. She’d been part of the West Coast resistance?

	 “The meds she helped smuggle are the reason we all survived that epidemic in 2058. When it was her time to run, what was left of Watchtower helped her find Haven’s Path. She got this far with those kids… and decided to settle here.”

	“Did you know they were Protected?” Anders’ voice was calm, but anger simmered just beneath it. He didn’t know what he’d do if his uncle gave the wrong answer. Because if he said yes… then he’d sold out Selene to the sheriff knowing full well what would happen. 

	“No. I didn’t,” Jay said, making eye contact like he could tell what Anders was thinking. “I swear. I didn’t until today.”

	Jay was telling the truth, and it made the tightness in Anders’ chest lighten. “Well, we gonna stand here all day, or is someone going to help me free Selene?” Anders stood straighter and saw the look Lydia exchanged with Uncle Jay. “What?”

	“It’s too late,” Lydia spat. She lowered the gun and holstered it. There was a shine in her blue eyes as she looked up at him, but she’d thrown her shoulders back as if she had a spine made of steel. “I don’t know if she’s even still alive. But I can’t do anything to help her now… not without endangering Eli. We have to run before they scan her ID and recover her data…”

	“Oh, I get it, now.” Anders looked at both of them—EvasiveJay’s expression, Lydia’s look of hardened resolve. “Okay. You two have fun with your escape plan. But I’m not letting the Coalition take her away. You can thank me later.”

	He started down the steps, and his uncle grabbed him by his backpack.

	“Anders,” he hissed, looking up at him, searching his face. “You stay right here. Your promise.”

	“Ask Lydia to explain why she needs those supplies,” he said quietly. “And don’t worry. I promise I won’t do anything I’ll regret.” He tore himself away and jogged for his bike near the gate.

	Anders unlocked the chain on the gate and slipped his helmet on. As he climbed on his bike, he looked back at the porch. Lydia was livid, gesturing with her hands. She seemed to be telling Uncle Jay off, by the resigned look on his face. 

	Anders got angry all over again and took off for downtown, his mind racing as fast as his bike. 

	Eli didn’t have an ID disc in his wrist… but Eli and Lydia said Selene did. She’d been wearing that cuff to hide it…

	Lex hadn’t had a disc. She’d been undocumented. Maybe she’d be free right now if he hadn’t trusted his father. He wasn’t going to trust him this time.

	Anders rode faster, his pulse roaring in his ears as he headed for the police station. 

	He finally let himself think about her—Lex—to really remember the girl whose life his father had demolished and let it stoke his anger even more. Did Lex still have long auburn hair, smirk at everything, and have an imaginative mind that ran faster than the speed of light?

	She’d moved to town right after Anders had turned twelve. She’d been eight, going on nine—and Anders never should have been friends with her. He’d been the popular class clown who lived in what the other kids called a “mansion,” and she’d been a girl, was two grades below him, had no friends, and lived outside town in a trailer.

	But somehow none of that had mattered.

	At the end of that school year, there’d been a field day. Anders had gotten bored with the outdoor Coalition-themed activities and had snuck back into the building to find something worthy of his time. Dumping a giant canister of salt into the soft-serve ice cream machine in the empty, dark cafeteria had been his distraction of choice. He’d been looking forward to the look on everyone’s faces when they handed out dessert.

	But there’d been a girl in there with him, hiding under a table, reading a book on her holotab. And when the lights flipped on, and a teacher walked in, they’d both been blamed for Anders’ prank. They’d been sent to detention for the rest of the day. Where Lex had promptly punched him in the face.

	They were inseparable for a year after that… riding their bikes to meet up in the woods, acting out elaborate spy scenarios involving the Eastern European Alliance, and catching fireflies in the humid summer nights.

	Lex freed hers as soon as she captured them, but Anders had enjoyed capturing his in a green-tinted glass jar—filling it until there were so many it blinked and glowed liked a galaxy of stars—just like the stairs in his house.

	One night, Lex freed the insects from Anders’ jar without asking him, then turned to him, hands balled into fists like she wanted a fight. “They don’t want to be in there, Anders.”

	Anders worked hard to tamp down on his anger and keep his cool. “Oh, did they tell you that personally?” 

	“They have wings. They need to be free.” Her big brown eyes lifted, watching as every single one of Anders’ fireflies escaped.

	“They were free.” Anders went after the closest ones, trying to get them back. “Free to light up my awesome jar.”

	“To contain them, you need a lid, and your stupid lid always suffocates them.”

	“Whatever,” Anders said as he dropped a firefly back into his jar. It tried to crawl up the side, but slid straight to the bottom, landing on its back. “They’re just dumb bugs. If I wanna keep them in a jar, that’s my choice, not yours.”

	“You’re just choosin’ darkness and dead bugs, then. Look!” She threw out one skinny arm at the blinking lights that danced along the forest path, around tree trunks and bushes, fireflies drifting upward in random patterns toward the sky. It had been bright that night—illuminated by an enormous, orange-hued full moon. The buck moon. July.

	Anders and Lex had gone perfectly still… absorbing it, becoming part of it, feeling that place in that moment. The random blinking pattern took on a sort of rhythm that matched the crickets and frogs singing in the dark, and every one of Anders’ senses responded, the glow growing more vivid, the scent of crushed, dry pine needles intensifying, the entire place vibrating through his body.

	“They can only do that…” Lex had said quietly, “when they’re free to fly.”

	Anders swallowed, his throat thick, and he slowed down his bike as he coasted onto the main road that led into town. For the short time he’d known her, Lex had made Anders feel like there was something more in the world than what everyone else saw. It didn’t matter that his overactive imagination had been responsible for those feelings. What mattered, was that, overnight, his traitor dad took Lex away, and Anders couldn’t do shit to stop it from happening. But he wasn’t a kid anymore with no control.

	Selene was special, just like Lex. She had a fire in her, something more. She was different. He’d felt it from the moment he met her, and it wasn’t just because she was a Protected.

	She didn’t belong in an Infinitek prison—she wasn’t meant to be contained.

	And Anders was going to do whatever it took to free her.

	 

	 

	 

	The Defective saga continues in Book Two of the Fractured Era Series. Sign up at AutumnKalquist.com to get updates on the series and free Defective prequel stories, including a short story that illuminates what really happened between Lex, Bas, and Dr. Dalton at the Protected research facility in New York.

	Get the free prequel story now.
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