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PART 1: CITY IN CHAOS
 
    
 
   Private Forum for Agriculturists, by invite only:
 
   Password required: **********
 
   Password accepted, access granted.
 
    
 
   SamAdams: Corrigan Mars is dead.
 
   JoseCuervo: You’re joking. That’s two Pop Con leaders in as many weeks.
 
   BloodyMary: How can you be sure he’s dead?
 
   SamAdams: His head arrived in a bag this morning.
 
   ShirleyTemple: God. Any leads on who killed him?
 
   SamAdams: There was a note. It was signed.
 
   JoseCuervo: By whom?
 
   SamAdams: The Destroyer.
 
    
 
   ~~~


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Domino Destovan, better known as the Destroyer, uses the UnBee Shack to warm up his muscles for the main event still to come. 
 
   The unauthorized beings are sleeping, of course. After all, they’re only babies. Babies that shouldn’t even exist. Like his sister had been, before he took care of that. 
 
   There are two pitiful guards. One raises a gun—some kind of stunner that would likely fry his part-machine/part-human systems—but the Destroyer manages to slip between them, his machine parts interacting seamlessly with the rest of him. The perfect machine.
 
   The idiot swivels his aim, firing blindly. But the cyborg is already ducking, moving with inhuman speed, watching as the blue flash of energy rushes by overhead. There’s a grunt and the smell of burning flesh and a thud as the second moron guard is hit by “friendly” fire. Domino hopes he’s not dead—he’d like to finish him off himself. 
 
   Before the first guard even realizes what he’s done, the Destroyer is on his feet and arcing a metal fist at the guy’s gun arm, which he’s desperately trying to bring in the direction of his enemy.
 
   CRACK!
 
   The sound the guard’s arm makes as it breaks is almost as beautiful as the man’s wail of agony. A symphony of suffering. Melodies of the maimed. 
 
   The Destroyer grins at his own poetic thoughts, relishing his newfound freedom, which has seemingly brought him back to life. It’s true, he realizes as he stomps on the guard’s face. He’s so caught up in his own reverie that he doesn’t even wonder how many of the man’s fourteen facial bones broke with the first kick. Corrigan Mars was holding him back in so many ways. It’s like he was underwater, drowning, and now he’s managed to fight to the surface, sucking in a life-sustaining breath. I’m alive again! he wants to shout.
 
   Still smiling, he finishes off the first guard and moves onto the second one, who’s rolling around on the floor mumbling to himself. A retractable knife shoots from the cyborg’s palm, reflecting sparks under the neon glow of the stark security lighting. He wishes he had time for a little fun, drawing out the kill, but he knows the Hunters will be here soon. After all, if he was able to find the illegal birthing facility, surely Pop Con won’t be far behind. 
 
   Wiping his blade on the dead man’s shirt, he moves inside, casting his gaze on the rows of bassinets. Power surges through what’s left of his human parts. He’s a wolf amongst lambs. A prince amongst beggars. A god amongst mortals. 
 
   Somewhere deep in his brain he registers the fleeing doctors and nurses. They call themselves medical professionals, but they’re no more than common criminals, bringing unauthorized beings into the world to suck the resources dry for the rest of the population. All for a payout from the misguided parents who were stupid enough to get pregnant without a birth authorization. 
 
   His body moves instinctively, gracefully, like a dancer. Death’s dancer.
 
   The criminals are dead before they get anywhere near the exits. 
 
   A baby cries, yearning for milk it will never get. 
 
   The Destroyer’s lip curls up and he gets to work.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Benson Kelly won’t let his life be dictated by fear. 
 
   Not anymore. After all, it’s fear that’s made the world the way it is. Fear of hunger, fear of not surviving, fear of the great unknown, fear of oblivion. Some of the fear was created by nature itself, the earth’s great response to humanity’s destruction of the only planet they’ve been given. The rest of the fear was created by leaders, used as a stick to beat their people into submission, to hate babies and children and teenagers who hadn’t been “authorized” to be born, like it was their fault. 
 
   Benson’s lost far more than he can ever get back, and although he knows he has more to lose, he’s not scared anymore. 
 
   Luce speaks to him sometimes, in between the deep breaths of night, her words as real in his head as they were when she was alive. He doesn’t sleep anymore, afraid that if he does, her voice will disappear forever. 
 
   Thus, when his brother shakes his arm to wake him, he’s already awake. “Harrison,” he says. “What is it?”
 
   “Mom,” Harrison says, the most powerful word in the world. 
 
   Benson throws back the blanket and rolls off the couch, steadied by his twin’s strong hand on his arm. He pretends not to notice that it would’ve been easier for Harrison to grab him with the other hand, which, heavily bandaged, hangs lifelessly at his side. It has one less finger than it should, the handiwork of a certain cyborg who’s supposed to be dead. 
 
   “What’s wrong with Mom?” Benson asks, as his brother shuffles him between rows of sleepers. There are no beds in the secret facility, which has to continue to look like a research lab in case it becomes the target of a random government inspection. Because of this, the rebels that occupy the space are forced to sleep wherever they can find a spot—lab tables, lounge couches, or the floor are all fair game. 
 
   “She’s asking for you,” Harrison says, stopping momentarily to face him. A shimmer of moonlight snakes its way through a high window, briefly illuminating his brother’s face. Benson holds back a shiver, still not used to seeing his own features reflected back at him in such a gruesome manner. Harrison’s face is a minefield of bruises, cuts, and swelling—more reminders of his time spent with the Destroyer. 
 
   More reminders that he should be dead. 
 
   “Is she lucid?” Benson manages to ask. 
 
   Harrison laughs. “Close enough,” he says with a grin. 
 
   They make their way to a large glass window overlooking Saint Louis’s main business district. The “Lab” is located high above the city, leasing the top five floors in one of the tallest buildings. The only structure taller is Pop Con headquarters, besting them by a half-dozen floors, staring over the empty space from a mere three blocks away. Benson can almost imagine his father still alive, his face pressed to the dark glass, their eyes meeting across a void that was always as much emotional as it was physical. 
 
   But he’s not alive, and Benson’s only just beginning to fully understand the man who threw him into the Mississippi River and told him to never come back. The man who joined the very rebel consortium that he now finds himself aligned with. The man whose code name was JackDaniels. The man who would’ve died a thousand painful deaths to protect his family.
 
   “Mom,” Benson says, feeling breathless all of a sudden, despite the fact that their short jaunt through the facility was hardly exertive. 
 
   Janice turns, her smile as bright as a newborn sunflower. “My sons,” she says, her eyes dancing between them with child-like eagerness. 
 
   “It’s late, Mom,” Benson says. “You should be sleeping.” Says the insomniac himself, Benson thinks wryly. 
 
   “Sleep is too slow,” she says, her eyes wide and serious. 
 
   Reaching a pale hand forward, she takes Benson’s hand. For some reason he expects her fingers to be icy, but they’re surprisingly warm. Not sweaty; just warm. Comforting. The hands of a woman who used to hold him as she taught him to read. His nanny and teacher and protector. How he yearned for a mother back then! Looking back, he realizes how stupid he was. The whole time Janice was his mother, even if she and Michael refused to give her the title. 
 
   He wants to melt into her, to take back the years, to start over again, but instead he says, “Harrison said you were asking for me.”
 
   She nods, releasing his hand and cupping his chin in her palm. He wants to close his eyes, to forget that she lost her mind when she thought he was dead. But he doesn’t. He watches her raise her other hand and similarly cup Harrison’s chin. Seeing his confident, tough brother’s face in his mother’s hand almost makes him laugh. “Symmetrical,” she says, and Harrison does laugh. 
 
   “Cut it out, Mom,” Harrison says, gently pulling her hand away. “Say what you’ve got to say.”
 
   “You are good boys,” she says. “But I’m your mother. I know things you don’t. Your father trusted me. I hated him, and he trusted me. It’s time for me to save you the way you’ve saved me.”
 
   The string of sentences is impressive for a woman who’s as easily distracted as a mosquito drawn to a bright light. She’s more focused than Benson’s ever seen her, her blue eyes like lasers. Which is, of course, exactly why he flinches when she suddenly releases his chin and throws herself against the window, pointing at something far below. “A parade!” she says gleefully. 
 
   Benson and Harrison exchange an eyebrow-raised look and follow her gaze to where a string of blue lights race along the streets. Hunters. A shred of his heart peels away. How many will die tonight at their hands? he wonders. Why is he alive—a seventeen-year-old Slip—when most unauthorized beings never make it to their first birthday? 
 
   Luck, springs to mind, but he knows it’s not the answer to his question, not really. The answer is a list of names:
 
   Michael Kelly- dead
 
   Lucy Harris- dead
 
   Janice Kelly- alive
 
   Harrison Kelly- alive
 
   Check, Rod, Gonzo, Geoffrey- alive times four
 
   There are others, too: a man who was once Benson’s dud Death Match, Boris Decker (dead); a hacker nicknamed Wire (alive); the Lifer leader, Jarrod (grudgingly alive). Minda and Simon and Destiny and many others whose names Benson doesn’t even know. All having risked their lives for his. 
 
   “We can’t stop her from doing this,” Harrison says, still staring out the window. 
 
   “I know,” Benson says. He’s known it since he first found out his mother was the key to the consortium’s plans to bringing down the Department of Population Control. His father’s backup plan. 
 
   “But we can protect her,” Harrison adds.
 
   “Yes,” Benson agrees. 
 
   Harrison looks up and smirks, and Benson finds his own face forming a similar expression, an inside joke passing between them. He knows exactly what his brother is thinking.
 
   Maybe we’re not that different after all.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Breaking News: Assault on Retirement Home Leaves One Dead
 
    
 
   A late-afternoon attack on a retirement home known as Golden Age Village resulted in the death of one resident, one-hundred-and-one-year-old Boris Decker. Decker, who was known to be an amicable man with an energy for life that’s rare amongst those that reach lifespans into triple digits, was shot twice before succumbing to blood loss. The tragedy is being called ‘the loss of a patriot’ by those who have studied Decker’s decorated history as a war hero. 
 
    
 
   At approximately 4:15pm, multiple gunshots were heard by a dozen witnesses, followed by shouting and more gunshots. At least one of the shots was from Decker’s own licensed weapon, which records indicate he’s owned for years. 
 
    
 
   Although law enforcement officials are remaining tight-lipped as to potential suspects, an employee of Golden Age Village told us that Decker had four unexpected visitors moments before he was killed. One of them was described as ‘a giant’, and was later seen fleeing the building, trailing blood and three others, two females and a young-looking male. This same employee is working with sketch artists to determine their identity. 
 
    
 
   Crow chief, Charles Boggs, had no comment when asked about the motives behind the attack. Corrigan Mars was unable to be reached, although early-commenting rumor mills have insinuated that the murder may have been related to a birth authorization, given the victim’s advanced age. Thus far, we’ve been unable to determine who held the Death Match for Boris Decker. 
 
    
 
   The mystery has already gained a cult following due to an unconfirmed report that a square of fabric was missing from Decker’s shirt, cut out before emergency responders arrived on scene.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   ConspiracyTheorist7: This smells like a cover up to me.
 
    
 
   TheJohnBoyd: This Death Match murder fad has gotten way out of control. Should I be scared because I’ve been labeled as a Death Match for some random couple hoping to have a child? Should I expect them to show up on my doorstep, guns blazing? Someone has to stop the madness and bring these criminals to justice.
 
    
 
   Lily1: Wow! John Boyd! I’m a huge fan, I watch your holo-show every day. I couldn’t agree more with everything you said. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   She only knows she's alive because of the beating of her heart. Even Destiny’s breaths are soundless, the rise and fall of her chest imperceptible, her eyes hidden behind veils of skin. Life and death seem separated by the mere width of a hair, as if the slightest misstep could send her into the great unknown. 
 
   Despite having survived so much, life continues to feel like a burden, like an enormous weight on her back. Like something she’s not worthy of.
 
   She hates herself for thinking it, which only sends her further down the spiral, an endless tunnel filled with nothingness, despair, and the nameless faces of the hundreds of people whose deaths she is responsible for. And one face that has a name burned in her memory forever:
 
   Luce.
 
   The redemption Harrison promised wasn’t real, and now she doesn’t know what there is to live for. For him? Not when she could get him killed too. Not when she’s become a stick of dynamite, unstable and explosive and just waiting to destroy everyone around her. She doesn’t deserve the swell of happiness she feels when she’s with him, when she’s in his arms.
 
   When Harrison, who was sleeping nearby—she knows he was watching her like a Hawk drone—slipped away to follow his mother, Destiny immediately started thinking bad thoughts again. It was as if his presence was a barrier to all the darkness inside of her, and when he stepped away the dam opened, releasing the deluge.
 
   She tried to kill herself once, and he stopped her. She won’t try again, not after everything he’s sacrificed to keep her alive.
 
   But she also won’t put him in danger anymore. Not him, not Benson, not any of them. 
 
   She knows she’ll be caught and killed if she leaves this place, but that’s better than having any more deaths weighing on her already overburdened conscience. Leaving isn’t an act of bravery; it’s an act of mental survival.
 
   And just because it’s the right thing to do doesn’t mean it’s not selfish.
 
   At least that’s what she tells herself when she slips past the guards at the lifter, using some lame excuse about needing fresh air. 
 
   The cold winter’s night welcomes her with open arms as the blue lights of the Hunters’ aut-cars flash past in a blur. She doesn’t even try to hide her face. They aren’t coming for her—not tonight. But when they do, she won’t run and she won’t hide. Not anymore. No, Destiny will face her namesake once and for all, accepting the punishment for her sins. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly is getting used to that other place he goes.
 
   The pain fades to the background, like the distant and muted glow of a cracked holo-screen. He sees things in that place. Memories. People and places and events he’s kept hidden behind a dark curtain for years and years. 
 
   A wet, pink leg pops out. Then another. The rest of the baby boy follows as Janice releases a final groan of exertion. The doctor and nurses expertly deliver the baby, cutting the umbilical cord, swaddling him in a thin blanket. They hand him to Michael, who stares at the creature numbly, shocked by the miracle of life. 
 
   His wife is still screaming, pushing the second child out, breathing quickly in between contractions. One of the nurses is holding her hand and urging her to “Push!” Two minutes later Michael’s holding another bundled child, another boy, every feature identical to the first. 
 
   When he hands the boys to Janice, she’s laughing and crying and happier than he’s ever seen her. The happiest woman in the world, her smile bigger than he’s ever seen it. “Harrison and Benson,” she says. “My little boys.”
 
   This is the time to smile. This is the time to be happy. But Michael Kelly can’t do either. Even though he knows one of them will have everything the world has to offer, a chance at life, education, love, and so much more, he knows the other won’t have any of it. His life will be lived in a box, hidden away from the world. All because he was two minutes late to the party. All because some strange twist of fate said he’d be the ‘illegal’ one, an unauthorized being. 
 
   So instead Michael hides his blank face from his wife and shakes the doctor’s hand. The doctor holds a device in his other hand. So much for enjoying the moment. So much for the miracle of life. This guy just wants to get paid. Using an untraceable LifeCard, Michael pays the doctor handsomely, a sum most citizens wouldn’t be able to afford.
 
   And yet, for his sons, and for the unadulterated happiness he sees on his wife’s face, he would pay any amount. He would make any sacrifice.
 
   So he does.
 
   A lightning bolt of pain shocks Michael away from that other place, his teeth clamping together so hard and so quickly that he bites his tongue. As he stares at the monster before him, the warm, coppery taste of blood fills his mouth.
 
   “Where’s Mars?” he growls, his eyes taking in the wires strapped to various parts of his half-naked body. The cyborg is literally sending lightning bolts through him.
 
   “Who?” the Destroyer says, raising an eyebrow. His mouth opens as if just remembering something. “Oh, you mean that old man who used to be the Head of Pop Con, right? The man who took your place after almost killing you?” He leans forward, staring at Michael with his one remaining eye. The other is a gruesome pit of burnt flesh and scabbed gore, a weird island of humanity and weakness surrounded by metal plates. Michael is dimly aware of the splatters of blood on the cyborg’s face and clothing. “Mars is gone. Well, at least his head is. The rest of him is in the other room, and let me tell you, he’s already starting to stink something fierce.” The Destroyer laughs and Michael grimaces, his body shaking as another jolt of pain courses through him. 
 
   When the agony subsides and Michael manages to take another gasping breath, he says, “I won’t help you either. I don’t care if you kill me.”
 
   “Kill you?” The Destroyer’s face lights up as if the very idea pleases him greatly. “You think I’m torturing you for information? To persuade you to help me? You’re thinking of Corrigan Mars. Like I said, he’s gone. This is a whole new regime, and we do things differently. The torture? That’s just for fun. Whether you want to cooperate or not, you’re my bait, and I’ve got a feeling you’ll be able to help me catch the biggest fish of all.”
 
   Michael’s heart clenches in his chest, and not from the pain. He wishes Mars had killed him. He wishes he couldn’t be used now. If there was a way to stop his own heart, to force his lungs to cease their endless expansions and contractions, he would. He’d do it to save the rest of his family. 
 
   Please, God, no, he thinks. Spare them. Take me. Take me.
 
   “Take a minute to catch your breath,” the Destroyer says. “Your holo-screen debut will begin shortly.”
 
   As the monster leaves, the gray stone walls of his prison seem to close in around him, and Michael’s stubborn heart pounds relentlessly in his chest.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Private Forum for Agriculturists, by invite only:
 
   Password required: **********
 
   Password accepted, access granted.
 
    
 
   JoseCuervo: The news about Mars’s death is about to break.
 
   BloodyMary: A leak?
 
   SamAdams: Not from my end, as far as I know. Pop Con seemed intent on keeping it a secret as long as possible, at least until the mayor appoints a replacement.
 
   JoseCuervo: I think it came directly from the Destroyer. Apparently there’s a video.
 
   BloodyMary: What’s he trying to achieve?
 
   JoseCuervo: Not sure. Something must’ve gone down between him and Mars. It’s almost like he wants to gloat.
 
   ShirleyTemple: I should tell the STL Slip. He thinks his bro killed the Destroyer. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Wait. There’s more.
 
   ShirleyTemple: Why do I get the feeling this is going to blow my mind?
 
   JoseCuervo: Because it is. The Destroyer sent a second video.
 
   BloodyMary: Something else about Mars?
 
   JoseCuervo: I don’t think so. I think the video is somewhat unrelated. 
 
   SamAdams: Have you seen it?
 
   JoseCuervo: Not yet. The powers that be are keeping a tight lid on it. They don’t want this leaking before they can break the story. I’ve never seen them act like this. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: But you know what’s on the video, don’t you?
 
   JoseCuervo: Yes. It’s Michael Kelly. He’s alive.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   It feels like years since Benson Kelly’s had a shower. In reality, it’s only been a few days, since Refuge was destroyed by Pop Con. 
 
   Still, as he removes his clothes and steps into the warm spray of the cleaner bot moving along the edges of the cubicle, he feels as if the water pressure is scrubbing away more than just grime. Loss seems to fleck off like exfoliated skin. Pain sloughs away like stale sweat, running in salty rivulets down his arms and legs and into the drain. Sadness is cleansed from his body by the bot arms scrubbing at his back and sides.
 
   He closes his eyes and lets the machine do its work, cleansing his body and soul in five minutes of heaven that ends far too quickly, the jets shutting themselves off to save precious water resources. 
 
   Pulling a towel around his waist, he steps from the shower, his head jerking slightly when he realizes someone is waiting for him to finish. 
 
   “It’s just me, bro,” Harrison says. 
 
   His brother is naked from the waist up, his body lit by the white fluorescent lights overhead. In the past, this would’ve been the kind of situation that would make Benson feel inadequate, Harrison’s built frame putting his own lean but toned body to shame. Not this morning. Not when for every bulging muscle on his brother’s body there’s a purple bruise. Not when his brother’s ribs look as if they’ve gone toe to toe with a heavyweight champ. Not when one of his eyes is swollen shut. Not when his hand is wrapped in a plastic bag to prevent his bandages from getting wet. 
 
   All wounds received because his brother was trying to help him—trying to save him. It doesn’t matter that Benson didn’t approve of his brother’s plan. Harrison still put his life at risk because of him. It’s for that reason that Benson feels a twist in his gut as his brother brushes past him. 
 
   “Have you seen Destiny?” Harrison asks.
 
   A pit cracks open in Benson’s heart as he’s reminded of yet another person scarred for life because of him. “Weren’t you with her last night?”
 
   “I didn’t go back to bed after we talked to mom. I was too wired. Still am.”
 
   Benson understands insomnia all too well these days. “No,” he says. “I came straight from bed to here.”
 
   “You look like crap,” Harrison says, closing the door. The machine starts and soon there’s a healthy plume of steam curling over the wall. 
 
   This is where Benson’s supposed to joke back and tell his twin that even looking like crap he looks a hundred times better than he does. In a world without population control, where they grew up together, where he actually knows anything about his brother, maybe he would. But that’s not this world. Benson says nothing.
 
   “Did you sleep?” Harrison asks through the door. 
 
   Benson starts dressing, considering the question. His eyes were closed for a while. At one point it even felt like he’d entered a dream, his mind drifting off to some foggy place where Luce was still alive, where she could whisper to him and hold his hand and not be scared of his touch ever again. 
 
   “I guess,” Benson says noncommittally. 
 
   “Right,” Harrison says. “Hey, if you see Destiny, can you ask her to meet me for breakfast?”
 
   “Sure. No problem.”
 
   Janice is waiting outside the bathroom when Benson exits. Again, he flinches, not recognizing her at first. “Gah,” he mutters. “What happened to your hair?” Her previously blond locks are as black as tar, hanging in wet vines around her face. They’re shorter, too, not even reaching her shoulders. 
 
   “I heard twin voices,” she says, ignoring the question. 
 
   “Mom, your hair,” Benson says.
 
   “Minda painted it. Not for fun. For real.” She absently twirls one of the wet strands around her finger. 
 
   “Why?” Benson asks, adding ‘Speak to Minda’ to his mental To-Do list for the morning. 
 
   “So I’m not me anymore,” Janice says, as if it’s the most obvious answer in the world.
 
   Benson knows he’s been spending a lot of time with his mother, because he understands her perfectly. “A disguise,” he says. 
 
   “It’s a start,” she agrees. “Your turn is next. Then Harrison’s. Everyone gets a turn!”
 
   “Great,” Benson says. 
 
   He starts to leave but then considers suggesting that Janice not wait outside the bathroom for Harrison. However, before he can get the words out, Harrison exits, sweeping Janice into a big hug. “Good morning, beautiful,” he says, making their mother giggle uncontrollably. He should’ve known that Harrison wouldn’t get spooked by her sudden change in appearance. Not for the last time, he wishes he could be more like his twin. Maybe things would’ve been different if he was. Maybe he’d be dead and Luce would be alive. Maybe they’d both be alive.
 
   “Catch up with you later, bro,” Harrison says, offering Benson his knuckles. Benson sighs and pushes his own fist against his brother’s, watching his family head down the hall toward where they’d been instructed to go for breakfast. 
 
   He goes in the opposite direction, forcing a bounce into his step, trying to buoy himself up with the good news that at least Minda is well enough to give makeovers, at least somewhat recovered from her gunshot wound. 
 
   He finds her in one of the labs, sweeping wet blond hair off the ground while awkwardly balancing on one leg. Her Indian complexion is shadowed by the brim of a hoverball cap. Something about her looks different, but Benson can’t quite put his finger on it. “You should’ve told me first,” he says. 
 
   “Good morning to you, too.” She struggles to pick up the dustpan, which is now full of his mother’s hair. She finally grabs it and empties it in an opening in the wall marked WASTE. 
 
   “Why not just use a cleaner bot?” Benson asks, genuinely curious.
 
   Minda props the broom against a counter and says, “Because sometimes it feels better to do things for yourself.”
 
   Benson gets that. That’s the way he’s felt from the moment his father forced him to leave home. For a while he relied on Check’s street smarts, but before long he knew he was able to count on himself more than anyone else. And maybe it’s the response to his first comment, too, about his mother’s hair. “I just want to be kept in the loop from now on,” he says, softening his tone. “I’m tired of secrets and surprises.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Minda says. “I think you’ll agree that if any of us are going to set foot outside of this facility, we’ll need to be disguised. We’ll all need new fake retinas, too.”
 
   “I agree with the disguises, but I don’t want new eyes. Not ever again.”
 
   Minda juts out the corner of her bottom lip and sighs, pushing the breath up onto her forehead. That’s when Benson realizes what’s different about her. At first he thought it was the hat covering her hair, but he doesn’t see any hair at all, not even around the edges, only brown skin.
 
   “Are you…bald?” he asks. 
 
   She laughs. “I like to lead by example,” she says. “If everyone else gets a haircut, so do I.” With a broad flourish, she removes the cap to reveal her hairless dome. 
 
   If Benson’s being honest, even bald she looks pretty good. “Nice,” Benson says. “So…do I get to keep my hair?” 
 
   “Most of it, but not your eyes. Sorry.”
 
   It’s Benson’s turn to sigh. He knows she’s right, even if it’ll mean he’ll have to break his promise to himself to never change his eyes again. 
 
   “How’s your leg?”
 
   “Painful, but nothing I can’t handle.”
 
   Benson doesn’t doubt that. Minda’s proven herself to be as tough as a crowd-control bot. “And Simon?” The big French-Canadian was stable last Benson checked, but a lot can change in a hurry for someone with two bullet holes in his upper body. The surgery was scheduled for early this morning.
 
   “He’ll be asleep for hours still,” she says. “But the operation went perfectly. They managed to dig the bullet from his intestines and patch things back together. He’ll be sore for a while, but he’ll survive.”
 
   “And the bullet in the shoulder?”
 
   “They left it in. Apparently it splintered coming out of the gun so only a portion of it broke his skin. It’s not hurting anything and they’re afraid they’ll do more damage pulling it out. Knowing Simon, that’ll probably suit him just fine.”
 
   “Yeah, all that guy needs is something else to prove his manhood.” Benson clamps his mouth shut, shocking even himself with the joke.
 
   Minda raises an eyebrow. “I think Harrison might be rubbing off on you.” Benson groans, but she quickly waves away his reaction. “No, no—I meant it as a compliment. Your brother’s not perfect, but having a sense of humor is sometimes the only way to stay sane these days.”
 
   “In that case,” Benson says, “I’m ready for my haircut.”
 
   Minda smiles and picks up the scissors, snapping them together sinisterly. “Have a seat,” she says. “Any special requests?”
 
   As Benson slides into the chair, he says, “Surprise me.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   As much as Harrison tries to force deep breaths into his lungs, he can’t stop panic from setting in, making it hard to breathe. 
 
   The first fifty people he talked to hadn’t seen Destiny. Which is nearly impossible, considering the size of her frizzy hair. She’s the opposite of forgettable. 
 
   Then he found a guard who said she went down the lifter for some fresh air shortly after he left her in bed. They let a Slip outside for some fresh air in the middle of the night. Idiots. Another guard corroborated the unlikely story. It was all Harrison could do not to smash their heads together in frustration. 
 
   What’s her plan? he wonders. He’d thought they’d made strides together by escaping from the Destroyer. That perhaps her will to live was back. That perhaps she didn’t blame herself for what happened at Refuge anymore. He was blinded by the unexpected connection they’d formed. He should’ve seen this coming, shouldn’t have left her side last night. 
 
   A familiar-looking guy is walking toward Harrison, sporting a Mohawk tinged with blue. His eyes are every bit as blue—almost glowing. Tats run up his neck, curling under his chin. A leopard. A crashing wave. Small hoop earrings adorn his nose and eyebrow. Harrison can’t remember where he’s met the guy, but he’s not in the mood for small talk. He needs to find his brother. They need to come up with a plan for going after Destiny. He doesn’t slow his stride as the guy approaches.
 
   “Harrison—hey,” the guy says, reaching for his arm. 
 
   The growing fire inside him plumes out, an uncontrollable rage fueled by fear and panic. He grabs the guy’s arm, twists it hard behind his back, and whispers in his ear. “I don’t have time for this, whoever you are.”
 
   To his surprise, the guy laughs. “What’s so funny, jerkwad?” Harrison growls.
 
   “It’s me,” the voice says, sounding more and more familiar. 
 
   He spins the guy around and says, “Benson?” His own face smiles back at him. He hadn’t really looked at his brother’s features, only seeing the outlandish body art, piercings and hairdo. 
 
   “How do I look?”
 
   “Uh, different.”
 
   “That’s the point,” Benson says. “You’re up next.”
 
   “Look, Bense, I don’t have time for this. I’ve got to—”
 
   “You can’t go anywhere without a disguise,” Benson interrupts. “We’re all wanted criminals. At the very least you have to change your retinas. If I had to, so do you.”
 
   “Destiny’s gone,” Harrison blurts out.
 
   Benson stares at him. “What do you mean ‘gone’?”
 
   Harrison takes a deep breath. “I’m not overreacting here,” he says, which he immediately realizes is what someone who is overreacting would say. “I confirmed it with two separate guards. She left last night while we were with Mom.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Harrison says nothing, waiting for his brother to catch up, which he always does.
 
   After a moment wearing a puzzled frown, comprehension dawns on his face. “This is because of…” His voice trails away, and Harrison can almost see the unspoken name echoing in his brother’s skull. Luce Luce Luce.
 
   “Her,” Harrison finishes, sparing his brother the torment of speaking Luce’s name out loud. “Yes, she blames herself. Before we went to sleep last night, she told me she can’t even look at you.”
 
   “But that’s ridiculous,” Benson says, much to Harrison’s relief. His brother may not be perfect, but he’s a good guy. Oh, the irony, he thinks grimly. The most wanted criminal in the country is one of the best of us.
 
   “I tried to tell her that, but she’s not thinking clearly. She tried to kill herself when we were camped in the woods, you know.” The words tumble out before he can stop them. Crap. He knows it wasn’t his secret to tell, but he needs Benson to understand the gravity of the situation. 
 
   “But I thought—”
 
   “I lied,” Harrison says quickly. “The Lifers were pissed enough at her as it was. If Jarrod knew she was suicidal, he would’ve tried to use that to his advantage, turn her into a bomber or something.”
 
   “What do you think she’s going to do?” Benson’s brow is intensely furrowed once more, as if trying to work out a complex equation.
 
   “In her mind, there are only two options for her: punishment or redemption. I tried to help her find redemption when we went to save you.”
 
   Benson rolls his eyes. “By killing my Death Match? How’d that work out for you?”
 
   “I know you’re still angry about that,” Harrison says.
 
   “More like frustrated,” Benson says. “You should’ve listened to me.”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry. I thought I was helping you.”
 
   “Because you’re my two-minutes-older big brother?” 
 
   “No,” Harrison says. “Because you’re family, and I haven’t had one in a while.”
 
   Benson looks away, absently raising a hand to his typically wavy hair. Instead he finds only the sharp, gelled edge of his Mohawk. He raises an eyebrow. “Would you have killed Boris Decker if you’d had the chance?”
 
   Harrison’s heart beats too fast in his chest as he considers the question. “I—” He shakes his head, but not in response to the question. In confusion. “I don’t know,” he finishes lamely. Ever since he ditched school that day with the crazy thought that he would break his mother out of the asylum, he’s been so certain of himself—of every action he’s taken. But now, he just doesn’t know. 
 
   Benson nods in understanding. “The answers aren’t so black and white anymore.”
 
   For some reason that makes Harrison laugh. “Tell me about it. My straight-laced brother’s got tats and a pierced eyebrow.”
 
   “I’m a wanted criminal,” Benson says. “I thought I should look the part.”
 
   “Temporary tats and clip-ons?” Harrison guesses.
 
   “The piercings are real,” Benson says. “Couldn’t risk them falling out and giving me away. They’ll close up after I take them out.”
 
   “When will that be?”
 
   “When this is over.”
 
   “So never?”
 
   “Don’t be so optimistic,” Benson says, but he manages a grin.
 
   Harrison smiles wryly, and then says, “I have to go after her.”
 
   “Yes,” Benson agrees. “But not alone. And not until you’ve received Minda’s famous punk-rocker makeover.”
 
   “There’s a theme?”
 
   “Sort of. It’s all part of the plan to end this.”
 
   End this. Those two words seem to melt the final icicles of panic in his chest. It’s something he and his hoverball teammates used to say during a timeout when they were in the midst of a particularly close game. Let’s end this. And then they always did. They fought harder, they wanted to win more, they refused to lose. He likes hearing the same determination on his brother’s lips. 
 
   “Okay,” Harrison says. “Whatever the plan is—I’m in. But after I find Destiny.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Reorganized United States of America- Most Wanted List
 
    
 
   1. Benson Kelly- known as the Saint Louis Slip.
 
   2. Jarrod- suspected alias, real name unknown- founder and leader of the terrorist organization, the Lifers.
 
   3. Harrison Kelly, brother of Benson Kelly.
 
   4. Janice Kelly, mother of Benson Kelly.
 
   5. Simon Marchant- Digger from Canada with suspected ties to the Lifers.
 
   6. Minda Kapoor- ex-Pop Con Hunter with suspected ties to the Lifers.
 
   7. Chet Phillips- alias ‘Wire’, suspected of malicious hacking and cyber-warfare.
 
   8. Checker Ogiso- ties to the Kelly family and Lifers.
 
   9. Guillermo Rodriguez (nickname ‘Rod’) and Gonzo Garcia- Jumpers from Mexico with ties to the Kelly family and Lifers.
 
   10. Geoffrey Harris- brother of previous member of Most Wanted List, Lucy Harris (deceased), with ties to the Kelly family and Lifers. 
 
    
 
   ***If you have any information on the whereabouts or activities of the individuals on the above list, please speak ‘Most Wanted Tips’ into your holo-screen to be connected to a law enforcement agent. Substantial rewards apply for verified information leading to an arrest or termination. False claims, especially those determined to purposely mislead law enforcement, are punishable by up to ten years in prison.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Although he only showered a few hours earlier, Benson feels as if it’s been days. Looking at himself in the mirror, he barely recognizes himself. It’s not just because of the extreme changes wrought by Minda’s design; no, the boy looking back at him is barely a shade of his former self. Despite their vivid blueness, his eyes carry a shadowy darkness that only one who’s suffered a great loss can carry. His lips are pressed tighter, his jaw perpetually tightened, his teeth grinding against each other.
 
   He sees a stranger. 
 
   “Who are you?” he says to himself. He raises a hand to his face, just to make sure he actually feels his own touch—that he’s not too numb. His cheek twitches. 
 
   He knows change is necessary, more for him than anyone else. Although he can feel unshed tears behind his eyes, his ever-present companion, he no longer needs to release them. The grief is there, yeah, but he’s managed to wall it in, hold it at bay. For now. Hopefully for long enough for him to do what he has to do. 
 
   “I can’t waste it. I can’t waste her sacrifice. It has to mean something.”
 
   He’s dimly aware that he’s talking to himself again, and he wonders whether this is the first stage of going crazy. Is this what happened to his mother all those years ago when she thought she’d lost him? Did she have these same thoughts? Did she realize she was going crazy, but didn’t have the strength or will or desire to stop it? Is it even possible to stop it, and if so, would he?
 
   None of that matters, he realizes. All that matters is that he honors Luce by making a difference in this world. The change in his appearance seems to help. Seems to make him stronger, less vulnerable. He always wondered why teenagers made such drastic changes to their hair, to their skin, tattooing and punching holes in it. That type of stuff never interested him. But now he gets it. Sometimes you need to try to be someone else so you can live with who you are and the past that haunts you. Sometimes it’s okay, even if eventually you have to face your demons and kill them dead. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s time to put his disguise to the test. Benson feels weird stepping out onto the street, where an aut-car awaits them. It’s like he’s naked, but no one seems to notice him. A few passersby glance his way, but their gazes swiftly move past, seeing just another teenage boy making a statement with his rebellious appearance. 
 
   As instructed by Minda before they left, he even allows a floating holo-ad to scan his retinas. He holds his breath, remembering the last time a bot scanned his eyes. He and Luce almost died shortly after. “Graham Stevens,” the bot says, and Benson pushes a breath out. “Try our new line of fragrances for men only. Guaranteed to have the girls lining up at your locker. Speak ‘yes’ for a sample.”
 
   Why not? “Yes,” Benson says, holding out his wrist like any good law-abiding legal citizen of the RUSA. A nozzle arm emerges from a panel, spraying a mist onto his skin. Benson sniffs his arm. “Not bad,” he says. “I may order some later today.”
 
   “Thank you for your business,” the bot drones. “Have a nice day.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   Freedom! Benson wants to cry as the bot flies away, seeking its next potential customer. He knows it’s an illusion, but still, he can’t help the airiness that fills his chest. As reluctant as he was to get new retinas, he’s glad he did. 
 
   “We should go, Graham,” Minda says in his ear, ushering him forward with a gentle hand on his back. Two others flank him on either side, sliding into the aut-car ahead of and behind him, their movements smooth and professional. By the dark gleam in their eyes, they look deadly. Minda follows last, casting a wary glance outside before the door automatically closes from top to bottom. Benson’s still getting used to her appearance, as he is his own. Her bald head is now studded with sparkling gemstones, sewn into her skin. Her eyes are faintly yellow, almost cat-like, with more studs adorning her cheeks, like frozen teardrops. And although her body is garbed in a thick winter coat, earlier he saw the tattooed stripes running up and down her arms. 
 
   She swipes a LifeCard and lets the nav screen scan her new eyes. “Welcome Rosh Ari,” a voice soothes through the speakers. “Desired location?”
 
   She looks at Benson as if to confirm he really wants to go through with the planned meeting. He meets her stare and nods once. It’s a risk he has to take. For his friends. For Luce and her brother. 
 
   “The Rise and the Fall Memorial,” she says.
 
   “Which one?” the car asks. “There are six in Saint Louis. See holo-screen.”
 
   A three-dimensional map appears in front of her, and Minda plucks at it, spinning it expertly with her fingers until the memorial Benson told her about is close to her. “This one,” she says, pressing a finger to a red dot hovering in the air. The dot glows.
 
   “The Mississippi Memorial,” the car confirms as the vehicle pulls gently away from the curb, melting into the flow of traffic, which seems to part around them. “Did you know that this particular memorial was paid for by William G. Mettle, the city’s first post-Fall mayor? If you’re interested in making a donation to the William G. Mettle Foundation, which helps fund more than twenty charities per annum, please swipe your LifeCard now. Donations are tax-deductible with the appreciation of your government.”
 
   Silence settles into the car as the city whizzes by. Various information appears in holographic form, providing details of the streets, buildings, and areas they pass, until Minda swipes it away with a lazy wave of her arm. 
 
   “I was watching that,” Benson jokes.
 
   “Sorry,” Minda jokes back, not sounding sorry at all.
 
   They pass an all-too-familiar structure. The asylum that held Benson’s mother for eight long years, until Harrison took matters into his own hands. People can say what they want about Harrison’s cockiness and temper, Benson muses internally, but no one can say he doesn’t have guts. Janice and Harrison are still in the Lab, their appearances being further altered, although he had to practically shove his brother back into his chair when he tried to follow Benson from the building. If Minda wasn’t going with him, he doesn’t think Harrison would’ve stayed. 
 
   He tries not to think about that now. Harrison’s actions are something he can’t control, and that bothers him. He’s spontaneous and so committed to saving Benson that he might get them both killed.
 
   And yet Benson would trust his brother with his life. It’s a weird feeling, one he hasn’t felt in a long time. 
 
   His thoughts continue to wander aimlessly until Minda says, “How’s your mom?”
 
   Benson avoids her eyes, staring distantly out the window. “To her this is all some game,” he says.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   He feels a bolt of anger slash through him, but quickly tamps it down. Anger isn’t helpful right now. Logical thinking is. “She was in an asylum,” Benson says. “My father made her learn codes for a secret project to take down the Department of Population Control, just in case he died; need I remind you that this is a project you were involved in from the start? But to her, it was just something fun to pass the time. She didn’t even know what he was teaching her.”
 
   Minda stretches out, sighing deeply. “It was our only chance to change things without violence. While Pop Con was working tirelessly to upgrade their data systems, Michael gave us an opportunity to embed a program in the new system that will permanently delete all of the population control data. They will have no way to recognize an authorized citizen from a Slip from an Unbee from an illegal immigrant. Everything will start at zero, which will give us time to use popular opinion and political lobbying to change things. But without your mother, our program won’t work. She’s the only one left who has the key,” Minda says.
 
   “Yeah, the bot-lickin’ key,” Benson says. “Which she can give us. There must be another way to get past the retinal scanner and fingerprinting.”
 
   Minda shakes her head. “There’s not. If there was, don’t you think your father would’ve told us? Don’t you think your father would’ve wanted to avoid putting your mother in danger?”
 
   Benson thinks about the questions for a moment. Grudgingly, he says, “Yes,” answering both. “I’m just saying that it’s a longshot to expect an emotionally troubled woman like my mother to carry out a secret mission to infiltrate Pop Con headquarters.”
 
   “I think you underestimate her. This isn’t a game to her, like you think. In her own way, she understands exactly what she’s doing and the importance of it.”
 
   He doesn’t want to admit it, but he knows Minda’s right. Whenever they talk about the mission or the key, Janice’s eyes stop wandering for a moment, taking on a steely quality. But that doesn’t mean she should be responsible for doing what they ask of her. “If she’s caught, they’ll kill her, regardless of her state of mind.” That’s when he realizes this was never about whether his mother could do what they ask, or about her sanity. 
 
   Minda says nothing.
 
   “I’ve barely just got her back in my life,” Benson says, biting his lip and blinking rapidly.
 
   Her eyes bore into his. “There won’t be a life for any of us if she doesn’t do what your father planned. We’re here.”
 
   The aut-car eases to a stop and the door opens. Fighting off the emotion that seems to surround him like a dark cloud, Benson steps out into the cold. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The familiar memorial feels like a stack of old memories to Benson. Just to the south is the exact location he crawled up on shore after swimming across the Mississippi, where he first met Check. In the opposite direction is the large flat rock he and Check used to sit on for hours, talking and laughing about their escapades as relatively successful Pickers in a city that hated them. Dreaming about a world where they were equal to everyone else. 
 
   The giant holo-screen cycles through 3D videos of the Rise and the Fall. For the most part, he’s seen them all, but occasionally there’s a new one, likely added since the last time he visited this spot. A vertiginous aerial shot of a Hawk skimming the wreckage-filled flood zone, scooping up bedraggled survivors clinging to planks of wood and other debris. Not corpses, but survivors. The message is clearly meant to be one of hope and survival, rather than doom and gloom. The tsunamis beat us down, but they didn’t kill all of us. We’ll keep on fighting. 
 
   Benson tries to take strength from it, pretending to continue watching the video—just another sightseer—while watching the street.
 
   To avoid looking suspicious, Minda and her bodyguards leave, directing the aut-car around the block. As agreed, they’ll continue to circle, staying close but not too close, keeping an eye on things and staying ready to grab Benson if necessary. 
 
   From the corner of his eye, he watches them pass six times without seeing another car. When they pass the seventh time and turn the corner to head around the block, he spots movement to the north. 
 
   “Ohcrapohcrapohcrap,” he mutters under his breath as the blue-lighted law enforcement vehicle races toward the memorial. Jarrod, he immediately thinks. The Lifer leader did this. Set him up…again. Somehow he found out about the meeting and tipped off the Crows. If he can’t have Benson on his side, he’s determined to make a martyr out of him. His mind races, considering his options. 
 
   He takes a deep breath, forcing his breathing back to normal and his heart to stop racing. He has to be calm if he’s going to survive this. For all he knows, it might just be a random patrol. The aut-car is moving far too fast to be coming for him. They’ll blow right by him. 
 
   He forces his stare away from the vehicle and toward the holo-screen. He has to look natural, unconcerned, innocent. 
 
   When the vehicle passes the memorial, he allows himself to breathe again, a misty white cloud billowing from his lips as his hot breath meets the frigid air. He’s okay. He’s okay.
 
   There’s the squeal of rubber on asphalt as the Crow car slams on the brakes, skidding to a stop just beyond the memorial. Benson’s mind is a blur, considering his alternatives. Minda and the others won’t be back around for another few minutes. There’s nowhere to hide—clearly he’s already been seen, his disguise either ineffective or too effective, drawing the attention of the Crows. 
 
   The river. The thought pops into his head in a moment of clarity, urging him to turn, to push off, to start running across the concrete strip between the memorial and the waters of the Mississippi. Waters that once welcomed him like an old friend. 
 
   He hears the whoosh! of the aut-car doors opening—
 
   His feet barely touch the ground, his legs churning;
 
   —the thump of feet on hard ground—
 
   the rocky shore approaches, falling downward to the water, which stretches for over a mile to the far shore, to a house he once lived in, once called home;
 
   —a shout carrying over the wind, punching his ears—
 
   Fly! Fly! he urges himself, building the momentum he hopes will carry him over the rocks and directly into the water;
 
   —clarifying, the voice suddenly registering somewhere deep in his brain.
 
   he stops less than a meter from his launch point, his arms wind-milling to keep his balance.
 
   When he looks back, he’s confused, wondering if he’s made a deadly mistake. Three black uniforms streak toward him, heavy black boots pounding the cement, weapons gripped tightly by pumping fists. 
 
   Then he sees the faces. Check, trying to hide a smile; Rod, looking grim and determined; Gonzo, holding his large weapon with one hand, gangster style. 
 
   He gawks at them all the way until they reach him, stopping a few meters away. 
 
   “You scared the bot out of me,” Benson says, shaking his head and half-smiling.
 
   “Don’t smile,” Check says, his narrow eyes darker than usual, shadowed by his too-long bangs. “We need this to look like a real Crow stop, like we’re questioning you.”
 
   Benson immediately wipes the grin off his face, realizing the wisdom in the strategy. “That was a little dramatic, don’t you think? I almost jumped in the river.”
 
   “Sorry,” Check says, sounding sheepish. “Your disguise is so good it almost fooled us. We were going to take a couple of laps around until you arrived.”
 
   “Then I saw straight through you, amigo,” Gonzo says, proudly tossing his thick mane of dark hair to the side. “You may be a punk on the outside, but your mannerisms are still good old dorky Benson.”
 
   “Thanks,” Benson says. “I’ll have to work on that.”
 
   Just then, another aut-car screams to a halt in front of the memorial, and all four guys look back. Minda. By all appearances, Benson is in trouble, surrounded by Crows. He waves to her and signals her to keep circling. Thankfully, she gets the message quickly and the vehicle leaves once more. 
 
   “Harrison?” Rod guesses, his brown-skinned face sheened with sweat from their sprint.
 
   “Minda,” Benson corrects.
 
   Check’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “How’d you keep him away?”
 
   “It’s his turn for a makeover.”
 
   “But he already looks like a punk,” Gonzo notes. Not that long ago, that would’ve been a real insult, but now Benson can tell from the lightness in the words that his Jumper friend is joking. Although Harrison and Gonzo will probably never be friends, at least they’ve reached a tenuous understanding. 
 
   “Congrats on being number one,” Check says, changing the subject.
 
   Benson knows exactly what he’s referring to. The latest edition of the RUSA Most Wanted List. He received more than a few slaps on the back when it was released with him at the top, ahead of Jarrod. Within the consortium, making the list was apparently a matter of pride. At the time, it made Benson want to throw up.
 
   “Thanks, I think,” Benson says.
 
   “That list is manure,” Gonzo says. “No way should Harrison be ahead of us. They even stuck me and Rod here in the same spot, like we’ve only got—”
 
   “One brain,” Rod finishes for him, smirking. “Maybe they got that part right, after all.”
 
   Gonzo pushes him. “Stop doing that!”
 
   “Guys,” Check says. “Look the part.” Benson’s somewhat surprised to hear the command in his friend’s voice. He’s even more surprised as the two rambunctious Jumpers obey him immediately, their hands returning to their weapons. 
 
   “Where’d you get the outfits and the car?” Benson asks. He realizes the answer the moment the question slips off his lips: “Jarrod.”
 
   Check nods once.
 
   “You told him where you were going?” Benson says.
 
   “No, just who we were meeting.”
 
   “He could’ve had you followed.”
 
   “He didn’t.”
 
   “You trust him?” Benson frowns, getting frustrated. 
 
   Check looks away, toward the river, then back to Benson. “He told us what he did to you—what he tried to do to you.”
 
   “Yeah, he tried to kill me. But not just me. It would’ve been my mom, Minda, Simon. We were all trapped.”
 
   “Then how…” Check’s question trails off, his face screwed up in confusion.
 
   “How am I alive? Because this is bigger than any of us. There are powers at work here that even Jarrod, Mr. Rebellion himself, isn’t aware of. My father was a part of something important, something monumental. And Jarrod needs to stop the killing so we can finish what my father started.”
 
   “Tell me,” Check says. “Jarrod won’t stop the bombing without more details, nor should he. If it’s any consolation, he knows he made a mistake when he tried to make a martyr of you. It’s unforgivable, I know. I almost left right when he told me.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?”
 
   “Because even if Jarrod makes mistakes and is a little scary sometimes, the alternative to him is even scarier. This world is a disaster. Things need to change, and if we can’t change people’s minds about population control, then fear is our only option. If they’re scared enough, maybe they’ll force our leaders to meet the Lifer’s demands.”
 
   “It’s not fear—it’s terror,” Benson says scathingly. “Is that what you want to be a part of?”
 
   “It’s better than doing nothing.”
 
   “We’re not doing nothing,” Benson says, shaking his head in frustration. “My father had a plan. A good one. Come back with me. You can help us. You have to trust me.” He realizes he’s pleading now, but he doesn’t care. He’s spent the last eight years of his life with these three. He can’t just let them slip away.
 
   “We do trust you, amigo,” Rod says.
 
   “Yeah, it’s your father we don’t trust,” Gonzo says.
 
   “My father is dead.”
 
   “All the more reason to abandon whatever failed plan he had,” Check says. “Your father may have had good intentions—I don’t really know—but from the start he was going about things the wrong way. All those years in power and nothing changed.”
 
   “The time wasn’t right,” Benson says. “But now it is.”
 
   “Then tell us what you’re planning to do. I told you about Jarrod’s plan to destroy Pop Con headquarters.”
 
   “Cutting off the head of the beast won’t work,” Benson says. “Not when it has ten heads. You have to cut them all off.”
 
   “Then we will. Or you can tell us how you’re planning to do it.”
 
   When Benson set up this meeting, he’d intended to tell his best friends everything, using the logic of his father’s plan to persuade them to come over to his side. But now he knows he can’t. Not when they’re acting like Jarrod’s minions. Not when he can see the desire for violence in their eyes. Not when they might run straight back to Jarrod and tell him everything. He wants to trust them—should be able to trust them—but this is too big, too important. 
 
   When Benson remains silent, Check says, “I see how it is.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Benson says. “Can you buy me some time? Delay the attack on Pop Con?”
 
   Check shakes his head. He looks sad, and Benson’s pretty sure it’s not because he’s not able to help. “The very fact that you would ask that scares the hell out of me.”
 
   This conversation isn’t going at all like Benson had planned. But he still has to try to salvage things, to fulfill the promise he made to Luce before she died. “Where’s Geoffrey?” he asks.
 
   “He refused to come.” Check won’t meet Benson’s eyes, settling somewhere on the top of his Mohawk. 
 
   “He’s my responsibility,” Benson says. “Can you get him? Can you bring him to me?”
 
   Check closes his eyes, breathing slowly, letting moments pass like the lazy snowflakes that have begun to fall. When his eyes flash open, they’re full of anger. “The kid made the Most Wanted List, for bot’s sake. He’s safer where he is. Just because you loved her doesn’t mean you have a monopoly on all things Luce, especially not her brother. It’s Geoffrey’s choice, and he wants to stay with us.”
 
   Although the words hit Benson deep in the chest, he can sense the underlying message not spoken by his old friend. An unexpected kindness, even if he figured it out anyway.
 
   Geoffrey blames you for his sister’s death.
 
   Although the thought hurts more than a hundred tranq darts piercing his skin, he can’t be angry at the kid for feeling that way. The truth is, if he’d never met Luce she’d still be alive. She was a runaway orphan, but not an illegal citizen, like him. 
 
   “Protect him. Please,” Benson says, fighting off the swell of emotion swimming behind his eyes.
 
   When Check’s gaze meets Benson’s, the anger is gone. The last couple weeks seem to disappear, and they’re the kids who met on a fateful night eight years ago again. The kids who grew up together, who conquered the streets together, who laughed and loved and lived together. 
 
   The moment disappears when they blink, and Check says, “I will. Take care of yourself.” He turns and heads back toward their waiting Crow car. 
 
   Rod mouths I’m sorry and follows him. Gonzo is the last to go, his lips pursed in what appears to Benson to be indecision. In a voice low enough that the other two won’t be able to hear him, he says, “I’ll do whatever I can to give you extra time, but I can’t make any promises. Jarrod is pretty set in his plans.”
 
   “Thank you,” Benson says to his friend’s back as he walks away. Watching them go, he feels a bubble of loneliness expanding in his chest. 
 
   He knows there’s a very real chance this is the last time he’ll ever see them.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Destiny has never seen so many people. They’re like ants, crawling all over each other, trying to push forward to get a better view. Everything in Saint Louis is bigger, faster, more…potent. Like the air, which seems dense and hard to swallow. Like the buildings, monstrosities of engineering that seem to grow higher, reaching into the clouds even as she tries to climb her eyes upwards to their peaks. Like the aut-cars and the people, who never seem to stop, always in motion, as if it’s the movement itself keeping them alive. The energy that rolls off of them makes her heart pound through her chest.
 
   Perhaps from the excitement.
 
   Perhaps from the fear.
 
   It makes her feel alive again, the not knowing what will happen next. Not being in control. 
 
   She’s spent her entire life on the run, moving from one small town to the next, trying to stay one step ahead of the Hunters. Being amongst a crowd this large is strangely liberating, although at the same time she feels exposed and unsafe, like at any moment one of the thousands of hands could grab her around the throat.
 
   The thought makes it hard to breathe. 
 
   She lets out a gasp when someone jostles her unapologetically from behind, brushing past her. Fortunately his attention isn’t on her, as he’s carrying a portable holo-screen which appears to be showing the same report as the one being projected from the massive screen on the side of the building. The man’s eyes dance between the holos, as if searching for differences. 
 
   The three-dimensional holo of the reporter is enormous, her legs the size of girders and her head like a blimp. Her words echo throughout the buildings like thunderclaps. For the last minute, she’s been building the suspense for whatever she’s about to show them, which is what has drawn the crowd of rubberneckers. 
 
   “As I said at the beginning of this report, the videos were sent by someone referring to himself only as the Destroyer, an alias we have confirmed belongs to an ex-Hunter cyborg named…”
 
   But Destiny doesn’t hear the rest, her breath hitching in her throat, her fists clenching instinctively. She doesn’t even notice the woman that pushes past her with an elbow. 
 
   Destroyer.
 
   The single word conjures up horrible, horrible memories. A concrete prison. Waking up from an unnatural sleep to find herself bound, to find Harrison having been tortured. The red-hot tip of a knife closing in on her eye. The smell of burning human flesh—her flesh—as the blade was pressed into her cheek, sizzling like bacon being cooked by a food-maker. 
 
   When her hearing returns, she realizes her hand is on her face, her index finger tracing the lines of the knife-shaped scar, the contours of the rippled skin, like a gruesome frozen teardrop. 
 
   “…warn you that the video we are about to show is extremely graphic. Viewer discretion advised.” Destiny drops her hand from her cheek, darkly impressed with the reporter, whose gritty declaration has only further piqued the interest of the citizens, who seem to lean in as one as the woman disappears, leaving the holo black and empty. The seconds are drawn out purposely, as everyone in the city seems unable to blink for fear of missing something. 
 
   Blue flashing lights appear peripherally, dozens of Crow cars stopping on the outskirts of the crowd, and a finger of icy fear crawls across her skin. She curls her toes slightly to lower her hoverskates to the ground, and ducks behind a largish man. 
 
   But the Crows aren’t here for her. It’s a matter of procedure, she realizes, watching as first crowd-control bots and then human law enforcement officials dressed in riot gear and wielding stun guns swarm from the stopped vehicles. Somehow the people manage to part, creating a wide lane for them to occupy, while squishing together even more. If anyone is concerned about the Crow presence, they don’t show it, their attention fixed firmly on the blackness waiting to be filled by the Destroyer’s video.
 
   There’s a gasp when the first image appears, a ruined cyborg face, a smoldering wreckage for an eye socket. Destiny knows she should feel some semblance of pride for having inflicted the wound that saved their lives from the psychopath, but instead she feels bile rising in her throat. Because he’s alive. The Destroyer is really alive. 
 
   The camera pans to the ground, where someone lies still, as if sleeping. Beneath the body is wetness, glistening under the light of the camera. Blood. The shot zooms in on the body’s face. Screams chase their way through the crowd. Someone shouts, “It’s Mars! Corrigan Mars!”
 
   The holo spins and the Destroyer’s giant face fills the space above their heads. His lips move slowly, hissing out the words. “The head of Pop Con is dead. He was weak, like the many that came before him. You are safe now. I am the Destroyer. I am Pop Con.” His face fades and stark images cycle through the air, showing death and malice and cruelty. Over the bodies of the dead babies, a message flashes:
 
   Illegals will die.
 
   When the video returns to the Destroyer, he’s close to Mars’s body, holding some sort of a multi-toothed instrument.
 
   That’s when he begins sawing.
 
   Destiny looks away, unable and unwilling to watch any more. Cries of fear, outrage, and horror rattle through the audience. “Pop Con can’t even protect itself!” someone shouts. “How can they protect us?” 
 
   “They’ve never protected us anyway!” someone else yells. “They kill our children.”
 
   “So we can survive.”
 
   “Killing is NOT surviving.”
 
   “Population Control protects us. We’d all starve without it.”
 
   So many people are shouting now that their words begin to meld together into a dull roar of anger and disagreement. The Destroyer’s video isn’t the reason for the tension, but it’s certainly the catalyst. Although Destiny always suspected the citizens of the RUSA were divided on the issue of population control, she’s never seen it debated so openly.
 
   “We’ve been waiting for Birth Authorization for nine years,” a woman says with disgust. 
 
   “Not everyone should have kids,” a man snaps back. 
 
   Destiny catches a glimpse of a man shoving through the crowd, pushing another guy with both hands. In the thick tangle of bodies, the guy has nowhere to go, and he bounces back, throwing a punch, which connects with the other man’s jaw. 
 
   More shouts and pushing and punches follow, the crowd whipping itself into a frenzy, like sharks in chum-filled water.
 
   “Cease immediately!” a crowd control bot booms, its hollow voice echoing from its speakers.
 
   As if by some unspoken agreement, the crowd begins pushing forward, trying to close in on the Crows from all sides. Destiny feels herself being herded, unable to stop moving forward for fear of being trampled. The bodies are pressing against her and the desire to lift off with her hoverskates and zip away rushes through her. No, she tells herself. She has to stay cool, not draw attention to herself. There are cameras everywhere, nearly every citizen holding them aloft and filming the scene as they stampede forward. There are too many witnesses. She needs to blend in. 
 
   A fizzer can flies through the air, moving far too fast for it to be empty. She watches its trajectory as it arcs, tumbling end over end, before smashing into the giant holo-screen. Cracks plume out from the point of impact, shards of projection material crumbling away onto the heads of those directly below it. More projectiles are thrown, some of them hitting the screen, others glancing off the crowd control bots or the Crows’ riot shields. Other objects don’t make it nearly far enough, falling dangerously into the crowd. Destiny is forced to duck twice to avoid being hit. 
 
   “Disperse immediately or force will be used,” one of the crowd control bots drones. The only response it gets is a hit from a holo-screen flung at its metallic head. 
 
   The flash mob is well beyond the point of being stopped, Destiny knows, but that doesn’t mean her situation is hopeless. As the first stun gun is fired, its blue bolt of electricity slamming into the front row of the mob, Destiny pushes along with the others, angling her efforts away from the Crows. There are shouts and screams as people are dropped in droves by the stunners, but she feels herself making progress, getting closer and closer to the edge of the crowd, which continues to push forward mindlessly. 
 
   Then she hits a logjam, a wall of bodies so thick and forceful that she can’t angle her way through it. And she can’t go back, the swarm sweeping her forward like the tsunamis that destroyed the eastern seaboard. She has no choice but to enter the flow, becoming one with them, carried helplessly forward. 
 
   Blue light sizzles in the air and bodies fall. One of the Crows is knocked over and trampled, his screams lost in the cacophony. A massive bot looms before her. “Stop!” it orders, and she desperately wants to obey, her hoverskates skidding across the pavement as she stomps down her heels. 
 
   The bot’s gun rises up, the barrel seeming to look her in the eye for a moment before bursting with a blue sizzle of energy.
 
   The strength of the force is like being hit by an aut-car, seeming to squeeze her muscles and bones, rendering them useless to hold her aloft. She slumps to the ground, knees first, cracking off the hard ground; then, with nothing to cushion her fall, the rest of her topples. Destiny’s cheek grinds against the cold, rough street, and she’s dimly aware of the press of bodies all around her just before everything goes black. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   A World in Chaos
 
    
 
   The Saint Louis Slip remains at large. Corrigan Mars is dead. There are mobs in the streets of all major cities across the country as anti-Pop-Con criminals rally against the law abiding citizens of the RUSA. We’ve received more reports of nuclear testing in the Pacific, with no claim of responsibility from those countries in the eastern hemisphere. Three more tsunamis have apparently hit the Gulf of Texas, killing hundreds. Mexico was hit far worse, and border crossing attempts by both Jumpers and Diggers are on the rise. 
 
    
 
   Ours is a world in chaos, and we understand your fear. However, as your trusted source of information and news, The Saint Louis Times urges you to remain calm, to trust in your elected leaders, to remember all that the RUSA has survived before. 
 
    
 
   Immediately following the confirmed death of Corrigan Mars and the mob in Saint Louis, President Ford Jr. issued the following statement: “While our great nation mourns the loss of Corrigan Mars, a great leader and believer in the tenets on which this country was Reorganized, we cannot give in to the demands of terrorists. Not to the madman known as the Destroyer, and not to the murderous organization that ironically calls itself the Lifers. And certainly not to our confused and misguided citizens who speak out against the necessary institution of Population Control, which experts have proven to be necessary for our survival. We will prevail once more. We will continue to protect our valuable resources from those illegals who would try to steal them from you. We will win, as we always have. Have faith and never give up.”
 
    
 
   The mayor’s office was unavailable for comment. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   TheThinker: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   LowDown: Something doesn’t seem to add up. Why would an ex-Hunter kill Mars?
 
    
 
   JaceEl: Because he’s joined the Lifers. There’s no other explanation.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Sitting on Mars’s headless corpse, the Destroyer can’t help but to smile. He’s all over the news, his video being played on every channel and holo-blog, and reported by every news source. He’s gone mainstream. Disguised and hiding on the outskirts of the mob in the city center, he enjoyed the way his face filled the air, like a god. There was raw power in his words, in his actions, in the violent images that were projected to millions of devices across the country. The people attacked the Crows because of him. His video drove them to do it. Despite Mars’s attempts to hide him away like an unwanted child, he’s now the one sitting on top of the pile. Literally.
 
   “You don’t mind, do you old man?” he asks Mars. 
 
   Without a mouth, Mars seems to find it hard to answer any of his questions these days. Not that he minds. In the end, Corr’s voice was beginning to hurt his ears. He’s far more likeable as a piece of furniture. Already he’s considering finding some more bodies to liven up the décor. Two corpses could be a loveseat. A teenager’s corpse could be an ottoman. Yes! That’s it! When he kills the Saint Louis Slip he’ll make him an ottoman. Once the decision is made, the Destroyer can barely think of anything else. He can already imagine resting his feet on Benson Kelly’s back. 
 
   “Arrrrgh!” The roar bursts from somewhere deep in his chest before he can stop it, all thoughts of human-furniture disappearing as agonytorturedesolation rips through him in a moment of blinding anguish. It’s like hot needles are being shoved into every human part of his body at once, capped off with a knife planted deep inside his skull, slashing his brain in half.
 
   When the pain finally retreats, he’s horrified to find himself on the floor next to Mars, curled up in the fetal position, as if they’re on the same level. But no, he hasn’t lost his head, has he? he muses sardonically to himself. Compared to Mars, he’s a god. Hell, compared to anyone he’s a god. 
 
   Still…the flashes of blinding pain are coming more and more frequently. He doesn’t know whether they’re a result of the shock-inducing device Mars used on him repeatedly before he managed to kill his old master, or whether more damage was caused than he thought when that bitch Slip stabbed him in the eye. She could have damaged any number of machine and human parts. What was her filthy name again? Destiny. Oh how he’d like to finish what he started with her. However, he knows he can’t worry about her. She’s nothing to his greater plan, which he has to stick to. If his internal injuries become an issue, he’ll just move the timeline forward a little. No problem. Regardless, by week’s end, the Saint Louis Slip will be dead and he’ll be a legend and the new head of Pop Con. 
 
   The thought brightens his mood and gives him the strength to push his pain-weakened muscles off the floor. His Mars-recliner beckons to him, but he’d rather have a little fun before he goes back to tracking himself in the media. 
 
   It’s not until Michael Kelly’s screams fill his ears that he truly feels at peace again. A poke here, a twist there—as long as he doesn’t kill the guy he’ll continue to be excellent bait. 
 
   He laughs at his prisoner’s screams.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Breaking News: Ideal Population Further Reduced, Citizens Urged Not to Panic
 
    
 
   Due to the recent series of tsunamis, as well as the reported crop-destroying storms in the Midwest, current population control models have been rerun. As a result of declining landmass and resources, and despite the lost population from the natural disasters, population control experts have determined that the Ideal Population must be reduced by another twenty million, or around four percent of the existing population. Although this is the second such reduction in the last two months, a Department of Population Control spokeswoman urged citizens “not to panic, as the situation is under control and further reductions are not expected.”
 
    
 
   According to those close to the situation, there’s a plan in place to carry out the reduction over a ten year period, beginning with rescinding all Instant Death Matches and cancelling the program. Most accidental deaths will now likely NOT result in the issuance of a Birth Authorization, thus decreasing the population over time. However, Standard Death Matches and those awaiting a Death Match on the Prisoner Overflow List will not be affected by this change. Those who are currently on the Instant Death Match waiting list will soon be receiving notification of the change, along with a refund and instructions on how to apply for another form of Death Match.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   KerriLowe10: Thank God my husband and I paid extra for a Standard Death Match.
 
    
 
   JohnPuck76: I hear you. My wife and I chose the Prisoner Overflow List so we’re all good. But my heart goes out to all those stuck on the Instant list. 
 
    
 
   Mary555: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   45,657 other comments removed and are under investigation.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Private Forum for Agriculturists, by invite only:
 
   Password required: **********
 
   Password accepted, access granted.
 
    
 
   JoseCuervo: SamAdams, what the hell is happening over at Pop Con? Another reduction in the Ideal Population?
 
   SamAdams: It wasn’t us. The order came from the very top. BloodyMary, you got anything?
 
   BloodyMary: All I know is that the mayor’s office wasn’t even notified. This came from the president himself. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: Without consultation with Pop Con?
 
   BloodyMary: Not sure, but I don’t think so. I think the stuff about landmass and destroyed crops is BS.
 
   JoseCuervo: Here at the Times, we were only permitted to report what we were given, word for word. We literally copied and pasted the report sent from the politicians. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: The timing is suspect, don’t you think? 
 
   SamAdams: Meaning…? 
 
   ShirleyTemple: Well, first BloodyMary discovers a food surplus, which then magically disappears. Then there’s more nuclear testing in the Pacific. I can’t help but think it’s all linked.
 
   JoseCuervo: Even what the Destroyer is doing? 
 
   SamAdams: Pop Con is in an uproar over the Destroyer. Heads are rolling over here. The president wants answers about how this happened, and no one has them. Mars kept everything he did with the Destroyer a secret. Off the books. I feel like the Destroyer’s actions are too random. It’s almost like he’s just looking for attention. Killing for the sake of killing. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: It’s not random. He wants the Slip. That’s all he wants. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Any chance of that happening? 
 
   ShirleyTemple: Not if I do my job.
 
   BloodyMary: We can’t lose the key. Not when we’re this close.
 
   ShirleyTemple: The key is safe for now. Less than six days and we can use it to open the biggest door of them all.
 
   BloodyMary: Good luck. To all of you. Stay safe and don’t dig too deep. Everyone in our respective organizations are going to be on high alert.
 
   JoseCuervo: On another subject…ShirleyTemple, have you told the STL Slip about his father yet? 
 
   ShirleyTemple: I haven’t found the right time.
 
   JoseCuervo: Might want to do it soon. For some reason we’re holding onto the story for now, but the plan is to release it sometime in the next 48 hours.
 
   ShirleyTemple: Thanks for the warning.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Her sons are different people, like her. 
 
   Harrison with his false gray eyes—like gathering storm clouds—and spiky pink-tinged hair. His diamond-studded earlobes could be twinkling stars. 
 
   Benson with his blue-tipped hair, like a dolphin’s fin cresting the water. His eyes, always blue, are even bluer than before, unusually vibrant and almost glowing. Color enhancers are apparently all the rage right now. They make her think of the neon lights of some of the clubs her and Michael used to go to before they were married. Before the twins. 
 
   Are they really different? Janice wonders. Is she really different? 
 
   “Yesss,” she whispers, drawing out the word to make her tongue tickle. She giggles. 
 
   “Mom?” Benson says. “Did you say something?”
 
   “It wasn’t nothing,” she admits. The Lab is bustling with activity, white-coated scientists playing with glass vials and tubes filled with various liquids. She’s been told they’re just pretending, but they look so real. Reality can be tricky sometimes, something she knows from experience. Mirages don’t just appear in the desert. 
 
   Past Benson is Harrison, pacing back and forth between the lab tables as if trying to catch something that keeps moving just ahead of him. 
 
   Benson tracks her gaze to his brother.
 
   Janice says, “He’s going to wear his shoes out.”
 
   When Benson turns back to her, he wears a thin smile. “He’s worried,” he says. “The Destroyer is still out there and so is Destiny.”
 
   She remembers the way Harrison tried to cover her eyes when they showed the pictures of Corrigan Mars. She didn’t stop him because she could still see through the spaces between his fingers. He definitely looked different than the man she remembered. “We’re all the same dead,” she says aloud. “Bags of bones.”
 
   “Umm,” Benson says.
 
   “Zoran made me say it,” she lies, holding up her son’s old wristwatch. She doesn’t want to lie to him, but the horrified look on his face makes her want to un-speak the words. 
 
   “Good old Zoran,” Benson says, smiling grimly. “I still can’t believe you kept that watch all these years.”
 
   “You were in it,” Janice says, nodding quickly. “Your smile. Your laugh. I could still feel you, even though you were gone.”
 
   Benson takes her hand, and the warmth of his skin makes her think of sunny days spent in their old backyard. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that. I never knew. I swear I never knew.”
 
   “Your father…” she says, but then stops because she doesn’t want to speak ill of the dead. 
 
   “He visited you often?” Benson guesses.
 
   “No. Yes. Maybe. Time was a moving target.”
 
   Benson nods, squeezing her hand tighter. “You know, whatever he told you to remember, whatever he told you to do, it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to do anything. You don’t have to be a part of this.”
 
   Her eyebrows feel as heavy as anchors. Weird. She tries to push them back up with her fingers, but they’re stuck down, creeping into the upper edge of her vision. “I am the key,” she says, remembering the four words that her husband used to make her repeat again and again when she was done memorizing the other things he taught her. 
 
   “But you don’t have to be,” Benson says. “No one can make you.”
 
   Janice considers this, releasing her son’s hand so she can play with her dark hair. “Is someone making me?” she asks, simultaneously wondering who.
 
   Benson takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. When he opens them, they seem to shine even brighter. “No, I just thought you might feel pressured. Everyone just seems to assume you’ll march into Pop Con and activate the program.”
 
   “March?” she says, raising her eyebrows. “Is that how I need to do it?”
 
   Her son smiles and shakes his head and she knows she’s pleased him with her humor. “I’m pretty sure it will be more like tiptoeing than marching,” he says.
 
   “I have some experience with that,” Janice says. When her son starts to respond, she presses a finger to his lips. “I am the key. Your father told me that, but that didn’t make it true. I made it true because I believed it.”
 
   “Do you still believe it?” Benson’s expression is so serious that she knows it’s an important question to him. 
 
   She nods. “I’ve been away for a long time,” she says, looking at Zoran’s face, as if he might be able to tell her just how long. He stares at her stupidly. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be a hero one time.”
 
   At that, Benson pulls her into a hug, one she hopes will never end. “You’re already my hero, Mom,” he says. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   He’s there, in the room with her. Destiny can smell the burnt flesh around his eye, hear the clink of his metallic footsteps, see the way even the darkness seems to shrink from his presence. 
 
   The Destroyer approaches, his smile as sharp and violent as a curved dagger, his lone remaining eye full of malice.
 
   She tries to turn, tries to run, but her feet are molded to the floor. No, in the floor, sunk into dried concrete, her imprisonment complete. 
 
   The Destroyer steps forward, once, twice, thrice, until his hot breath touches her skin, seeming to linger around her face like smog. “Filthy Slip. Time to finish what we started.”
 
   The red-hot knife blazes in the dark, hurtling toward her eye, which she can’t close, can’t close, can’t freaking close!
 
    
 
   She wakes up gasping for breath, clawing at her face. 
 
   The Destroyer is gone, or was never there.
 
   A dream.
 
   A nightmare. 
 
   Her heartbeat decelerates, returning to normal. The Destroyer doesn’t have her. The Destroyer can’t hurt her.
 
   Where is she? she wonders as she stares up at a dome of endless white. Cold seems to leak through her clothes, worming its way into her skin and bones. She shivers. Is she…
 
   She doesn’t finish the thought as someone groans nearby. She manages to flop her head to the side, stifling a scream with a hand pressed tightly against her lips. Flesh surrounds her. Arms and legs and faces. A somewhat familiar big dark face stares at her with wide open unblinking eyes, a trail of dried blood stretching from his bottom lip to his chin. She tries to scrabble backwards, bucking and squirming, but she’s penned in by the bodies, one of which won’t stop groaning, adding a horrifying soundtrack to her struggle. 
 
   In her panic, she’s forgotten to breathe, her lungs burning. She gulps at the air, closing her eyes and focusing only on breathing, pretending that the press she feels all around her are blankets and pillows on some exquisitely enormous bed in her top floor penthouse. It’s something her mother always did with her when she was little and she’d woken up from a nightmare. Close your eyes. Pick a place, an amazing place, even an impossible one. Go there, if just for a minute. Dream of something better than where you are.
 
   It works, a sense of peace washing over her as her inhalations and exhalations even out and deepen. She focuses on remembering what happened. The mob. The big guy she was trying to hide behind when the Crows showed up. The big guy who is now staring endlessly, unable to blink, unable to direct his silent gaze elsewhere. 
 
   An unexpected sob chokes out from her throat. She didn’t even know the guy, and yet she feels unbearably sad for him. For his family, if he has one. 
 
   Get control, she urges herself. What else do you remember?
 
   The video of the Destroyer, the malice in his eyes, the saw he used to…
 
   She turns to the side and throws up, just between two of the bodies. One of them is a woman in a smart business suit, her holo-screen still clutched in her hand, its screen cracked but still displaying ongoing news coverage of the tragic events in Saint Louis. Her chest is rising and falling. She’s alive, like Destiny. The other body is much smaller, crumpled awkwardly, that of a young boy, caught in the same tumultuous stampede of bodies that she was. 
 
   Although she feels weak and tingly all over, Destiny claws her way closer to him, pressing two fingers against his neck. Nothing. He’s dead. Like the big guy. How many others? she wonders, biting back the nausea that once more rises in her throat. 
 
   “Get up,” she urges herself, hissing through her teeth.
 
   Her legs are wobbly, her knees like rubber, but she manages to force herself up, swaying slightly, surveying the street. The crowd control bots, including the one that shot her with a stunner, are spitting sparks, exposed wires jutting from their broken frames, literally ripped apart in the melee. Their Crow companions are down, too, and from the extent of their injuries Destiny suspects they’re dead. Besides them, there are civilian bodies everywhere, and it’s almost impossible to determine which are dead and which are alive. And anyway, what can she do to help them? She knows nothing about medical care, other than using simple bandages (which she doesn’t have) to cover wounds. Plus, she’s a wanted fugitive, she can’t linger here, not when reinforcements could arrive for the Crows at any moment. Other survivors, like her, are beginning to regain their feet, their dazed eyes scanning the scene with horrified expressions. 
 
   Something is rumbling in the distance. Thunder? No, she realizes. It’s a roar, like from an angry crowd. The mob is spreading through the city, which explains why no one has yet arrived to clean up this mess and sort out the survivors. Law enforcement is too focused on containing the situation to worry about the aftermath. 
 
   Her legs are beginning to recover their strength, and she attempts a step, carefully placing her foot between one person’s arm and another’s torso. She almost stumbles when her toe clips a man’s bent knee, but she manages to wave her arms enough to keep her balance. 
 
   As she picks her way through the human debris, she feels lighter somehow. With a subtle flex of her heels, her hoverskates lift off the ground. Her aimless wandering is over. She has a direction. A purpose. She won’t let the Destroyer hurt anyone else. The thought of facing him again sends charges of fear up and down her spine, but she doesn’t listen to them. 
 
   She knows she’s still alive because the Destroyer is too. And when it’s over, only one of them will survive it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   After a day passes with no sign of Destiny, Harrison is at his breaking point. Sitting around with his thumb up his rear doesn’t really work for him. The monotonous décor of steel counters, glass beakers and fake scientists make him want to charge through the lab breaking things, if only to prove that he’s still capable of doing something. Anything. 
 
   Minda and the others have asked him to be patient. Running aimlessly around the city won’t help Destiny. Supposedly Minda’s got “assets” looking for her throughout Saint Louis. He’ll be the first to know if she’s spotted. 
 
   If she’s even still in Saint Louis. For a lot of reasons, Harrison hopes she’s not, that she had enough sense to get out before the rioting began. The holo-news stations have resorted to 24/7 coverage of what they’re calling The Saint Louis Strike. Thousands have skipped work, taking to the streets to show their support, or disagreement with, the lowered Ideal Population mandated by the government. The big screen in the lounge room displays the mobs pushing and shoving each other and the Crows; it’s getting harder and harder to tell who’s who anymore. The city is truly divided. Harrison can only imagine the satisfaction Jarrod is probably getting from the chaos. 
 
   Much to his surprise, the door opens, creaking slightly. He thought that he’d chased off the last of his visitors with his broody mood and inability to control his sharp tongue.
 
   Not everyone got the holo-memo, apparently. Refusing to tear his eyes from the screen, he promises to stick a Do Not Disturb For Any Reason sign on the door the moment the unwanted guest leaves. Which should be soon, if he plays his cards right. 
 
   “I heard someone call this ‘the fun room’ so I thought I’d check it out,” a familiar voice says.
 
   Harrison turns, taken aback by both the unexpected voice and the even less expected comment. “I think they were being sarcastic,” he says.
 
   The gargantuan French-Canadian Digger is propped up on a cane which looks far too thin to hold his impressive weight. “That’s exactly why I came,” Simon says, smiling broadly. “Too much fun could kill a guy my size.”
 
   “Glad to see you on your feet,” Harrison says, scanning the ex-Lifer from head to toe. The fading shadow of a black eye (inflicted by Harrison) blankets one cheek, while his crooked nose provides evidence of a recently broken bone (also Harrison’s handiwork). His shoulder is heavily bandaged, as are his ribs, the strips of cloth wound tightly around his midsection. “Although you look like you’ve been mauled by a bear.” 
 
   “You should see the other guy,” Simon says.
 
   “The bear?”
 
   “Last I checked, your face wasn’t so pretty either.”
 
   “That’s not what the ladies are saying,” Harrison says.
 
   “I didn’t know we had any pet dogs around.”
 
   Harrison snorts a laugh. “Funny.” He waves a hand. “Have a seat. You’re not nearly as annoying as you used to be.”
 
   “Thanks,” Simon says gruffly, easing into an armchair that creaks so loudly Harrison wonders if it will split apart. 
 
   “You break it, you buy it,” he says. 
 
   “I left my LifeCard in my other pants.”
 
   Harrison rolls his eyes and turns his attention back to the holo-screen, where the image from the Hawk drone zooms in on a fresh wave of Crows and crowd control bots leaping from the back of an aut-truck. 
 
   “Geez,” Simon says.
 
   “We have my old friend to thank,” Harrison says, cracking his knuckles. Dammit, he thinks. He should’ve made sure he’d finished off the Destroyer before he left. But how would he even know? The guy was a hunk of metal. He certainly looked dead. 
 
   “I heard,” Simon says. “I also heard about your girl.”
 
   He says nothing, chewing his lip and regretting his decision to invite his visitor to take a seat. 
 
   “We’ll find her,” Simon says.
 
   “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Harrison says. 
 
   “I never do.” Silence falls as the violent images continue to plague the screen. Eventually, Simon shifts his position, grunting lightly, and then says, “Nice makeover.”
 
   “Are you hitting on me?” Harrison jokes.
 
   “All I want is to be your frienemy,” Simon jokes back.
 
   “I’m not ready for commitment,” Harrison says. “Too young for that.”
 
   Simon ignores him. “My makeover is scheduled for later today.”
 
   “What?” Harrison says, shooting him a look. Simon continues to stare at the screen. “Why would you need one? You’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Are you going to stop me?”
 
   It’s not a question—it’s a challenge. “You’re in no condition to help anyone. You’ll get yourself or one of us killed.”
 
   “I’ll be fine in a week.”
 
   “We only have five days.”
 
   “I was rounding up.”
 
   Harrison shakes his head. “This is stupid.”
 
   Simon turns to face him, running a hand over the dark three-day stubble on his chin. “Let me ask you this: If you were in my position—”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “—but if you were, would you go? Or would you lie in a sick bed like some old geezer?”
 
   Harrison turns away, stewing. Because he can’t argue with Simon’s logic. Although they’ve had their differences in the past, in a lot of ways they’re cut from the same cloth, as grudging as he is to admit it. “Point taken,” he says. “But if your injuries put my brother or mother in danger for one second, I’ll—”
 
   “I know, I know, you’ll beat my face in, et cetera, et cetera,” Simon finishes, smiling. 
 
   Harrison grins back. “Damn right.”
 
   There’s a knock at the door, and Simon says, “Should I get that or will you?”
 
   “You need to rest. I’ll get it.” He picks up one of the shoes he kicked off hours ago and throws it at the door, which shudders from the impact. “Come in!” he hollers.
 
   Someone he doesn’t recognize pops his head around the door cautiously, as if expecting another projectile to be launched at his face. “Uh, Minda asked me to get you both for wardrobe,” he says timidly. 
 
   He and Simon exchange a look. “This must be what it feels like to be a holo-star,” Harrison says.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Twelve-year-old Geoffrey Harris remembers something he read one time on a stolen holo-screen. It was a story about sinkholes. Apparently they sometimes form so suddenly that entire houses can fall into them. One second you’re eating breakfast and the next you’re in the bottom of a chasm, your whole world gone in an instant. That’s how his stomach feels now—like it’s in a sinkhole. Or maybe his stomach is the sinkhole, dragging his heart and soul into it. He’s had the sinkhole ever since Luce died, taking his entire world with her. 
 
   At first he felt angry at her, which was stupid. It’s not like she shot herself. It’s not like she wanted to leave him, to die in that underground bunker. Then he was angry with Benson Kelly. He knows his sister loved Benson, which is why they were even there in the first place. Geoffrey blamed the Saint Louis Slip for a time, but then realized that he loved Benson Kelly, too. He was his friend, just like Check and Rod and Gonzo. So, no, despite what he told Check, he isn’t angry with Benson, and he doesn’t blame him. That was just a lie to get out of having to go see him. He knew he couldn’t see him. If he did, his resolve would falter and he would go wherever Benson told him to go. The pain and the loss would come back faster than ever, like the crack of a whip, and he wouldn’t be able to do what he knows he has to do.
 
   What Jarrod promised him he could do.
 
   No one knows about his friendship with Jarrod, because that’s the way the Lifer leader wants it. Back at Refuge, when he’d go out to “play” with his “friends”, most times he’d hang with Jarrod, learning the ropes of how he managed the rebellion. They studied maps of Saint Louis together, picking the perfect targets for their next attacks. He got to sit with Jarrod and his top generals as they coordinated the bombings, communicating through their vast network of allies. He was able to do something to help his illegal friends, Benson and Rod and Gonzo, participating in a noble cause. It was cool watching the explosions. He couldn’t always look at the bodies, but then again, neither did Jarrod. The leader said their work was sometimes dirty, and he hated that part, but it was necessary for the greater good. Geoffrey has to believe that’s true, or else what did Luce’s death mean?
 
   When his sister died, he wanted to curl up into a ball and let the sinkhole take him, but Jarrod wouldn’t let him. He spoke to him in secret, promised him a chance to make things right. Gave him options, something no one else would do. Everyone just wanted to “protect him.” But he doesn’t need protection. He needs to see those who caused his sister’s death suffer as he has. 
 
   What he needs is revenge. And Jarrod’s willing to give him that.
 
   So when Check and the others asked him what he did when they were out, he lied and said, “Not much,” when really he was learning how to arm a bomb. How to hide it under his clothes. How to detonate it. And, more importantly, where to detonate it for maximum damage. 
 
   He knows his name was thrown at the end of the RUSA Most Wanted List simply because he was Luce’s brother, and she’d proven to be a dangerous adversary to Pop Con, but soon he’ll show them exactly why he belongs there. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Benson’s never been inside a store this nice. It was always too risky, as a street rat. Stealing something from a place like this was near impossible, the security systems far advanced beyond his skills as a Picker. So any clothes he bought with the meager funds he and Check managed to steal were from secondhand shops or street vendors. 
 
   The night field trip was arranged by Minda, whose organization has some sort of arrangement with the store, allowing them to shop after closing hours. Not even the employees are there, and apparently they’re allowed to take whatever they want. Benson can only guess at how much they must pay for this privilege. He’s quickly realizing that not only is the consortium broader than he realized, but extremely well-funded. 
 
   The racks of clothes are endless, stretching from mirrored wall to mirrored wall, and climbing up huge rectangular columns like creeping vines. By pushing any of the buttons at the ends of the racks or the bases of the columns, the racks shift, bringing the clothes right to the customer without them having to move. The apparel is illuminated by bright white spotlights, making the colors appear more vivid than Benson suspects they are, as if donning one of the shirts will make the wearer more distinct. Set amongst the racks are tall holo-images of faceless people.
 
   Minda is giving them instructions on the types of clothing they should be looking for in order to complete their “punk” disguises, but Benson doesn’t really hear her, watching as Janice approaches one of the giant holos. She stands on a black panel on the floor, and oohs as green crisscrossing lasers shoot from the holo, painting her body with a checkerboard of light. 
 
   Instantly, the generic holo transforms into his mom, her features and proportions exceptionally true to life, except for the startlingly amusing fact that it’s twice the size of her real self. She giggles uncontrollably at this fact, trying to pinch and prod her own huge leg, her hand passing innocently through the 3D image. “Would you like to try something on?” a bot voice asks. “Our catalogue has thousands of items, many of which can be picked up today.”
 
   “Something yellow!” she practically screeches. A long yellow dress appears on holo-Janice and her virtual-self places her hands on her hips confidently. Benson is surprised at how pretty she looks in it—he’s so used to seeing her in borrowed clothing way too big for her slight frame. 
 
   “Nice look!” the bot says exuberantly.
 
   “No, no, something orange!” Janice commands. The dress morphs to orange and shortens, falling just above her knees. The scooped neck sharpens into a V. 
 
   “Hot stuff!” the bot exclaims.
 
   “No! No! I’ve got it!” Janice squeals. “Something yellow AND orange.”
 
   Benson finds himself cracking up at his mom’s antics, and when his eyes find Harrison, he’s sniggering too. Even Minda stops her instructions to watch the spectacle. The dress changes from elegant and pretty to an outfit that’s quite funky with orange and yellow tiger stripes running diagonally. It shortens further, revealing far too much leg on his mother’s holo. The top of the dress disappears as it becomes a halter, leaving her shoulders bare. Combined with her new jet-dark hair and makeup, she literally looks like a different woman, almost like the Janice he remembers from his childhood. 
 
   Minda says, “Yeah. Just do what Janice does and you’ll be fine.”
 
   “You want us to all wear tiger-striped dresses?” Harrison asks.
 
   “Sure. So long as you laser your legs first,” Minda says.
 
   “Now that I would pay to see,” Simon, who’s now got racing stripes shaved into his head, comments, pointing his cane at Harrison’s legs. 
 
   Following Janice’s lead, they each claim their own holo-manikin. Benson stares at the larger-than-life version of himself, trying to decide what to say. 
 
   “May I help you?” the bot asks. 
 
   He’s never had to do something like this. Clothing was just something you put on to stay warm, to cover your body. Now it’s a crucial element of the façade the group will have to effectively convey in order to succeed in their mission. 
 
   “Uhh,” he says. “Black?”
 
   “Fantastic choice, sir.” The Benson-holo ends up in a black tuxedo.
 
   “I’m not sure the penguin look is what we’re going for,” Harrison says, approaching from the side. Apparently he made short work of the task and, Benson has to admit, did an awesome job. His sleeveless muscle-accentuating tank is black, lined with silver edges that shimmer when he walks. Some holo-band logo is imprinted on the front in such a way that it looks old and grungy despite the shirt being brand new. His pants are constructed of some kind of material that seems to change color with each step, and are intentionally ripped around the knees. The ensemble is completed with a silver skull belt and heavy black boots.
 
   “I was going for James Bond from that new 007 holo-film that just came out,” Benson says, wishing he could pull off a look the way his brother does. 
 
   “Hmm, I’m not sure you have the cojones to be Bond,” his brother says, tapping his front teeth. “Perhaps something more…current. Have you seen all the aut-cycles cruising around lately? Leather is most definitely back in.”
 
   Always helpful, the bot says, “We have a large assortment of leather for all shapes and sizes.”
 
   “White tank, black leather jacket, black leather pants—boot cut,” Harrison rattles off, almost without thinking. “Croc-skin belt and boots, in red if you have it in stock.”
 
   “Certainly, sir.”
 
   The holo changes and Benson is no longer floating in the air. Some tattooed, aut-cycle-riding, trouble-making badass with a blue-tipped Mohawk and multiple piercings appears, throwing evils stares around the store. “Son of a bot,” Benson breathes. “Is that how I’ll look?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Harrison says. “My work here is done.”
 
   “Thank you for your business,” the bot says politely. “Your total will be four-thousand-and-ninety-four dollars and forty-nine cents.”
 
   “Uh, put it on our tab,” Benson says hurriedly, suddenly feeling as if he’s doing something wrong. This whole world…of stores, of fashion, of legal citizens with legal jobs living a legal life…it feels wrong. Not for everyone else, but for him. Like this world is not really his. And if he’s being honest with himself, he doesn’t know if he’ll ever feel comfortable in it, even if he gets the chance to try someday. 
 
   “Nicely done,” Minda says, snapping Benson away from his thoughts. 
 
   She slides a LifeCard through a slot in the machine and the racks start moving as the bot says, “Payment accepted. Please remove your items as they appear.”
 
   “Thanks,” Benson mumbles, grabbing the pants and other articles of clothing each time the rack stops. 
 
   “Compliments of the consortium,” she says, slipping away to pay for Simon’s purchases.
 
   The red croc-skin boots are last, and are far lighter than he expected them to be. “Are these made of air?” he says to himself, balancing them on his palm.”
 
   “Synthetic polymer,” his brother says. “The latest technology.”
 
   Benson imagines it will feel like walking on a cloud. “Thanks for your help,” he says.
 
   “No problem. I have to admit, for having such a non-relationship with Dad I did enjoy spending his money for him.”
 
   “He bought you things?” Benson asks, interested in what his father was like after he knew him.
 
   Harrison laughs without mirth. “Hardly. I was an authorized user on his LifeCard. It was guilt money. He thought it would make up for the fact that he was a pathetic father.”
 
   “I—I’m sorry,” Benson says. “I knew things weren’t great with you and him, but I guess I never thought it was that bad.” How could it have been? Benson wonders. He would’ve given anything just to have seen his father in person again, even if they hardly spoke, hardly interacted. 
 
   “It was,” Harrison says. “When he was still taking care of you, he was always gone, leaving me with Mom. I was hard on her. Too hard. I didn’t know.”
 
   “You were just a kid.”
 
   “We both were. And they were just our parents. But that doesn’t make any of what happened right.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” Benson agrees. 
 
   “Even though Dad never did, Mom went to all my hoverboard games, up until…she couldn’t. I loved Mom,” Harrison says. “I mean, I love her. For a while I thought I didn’t. I was embarrassed, I guess. Everyone knew she’d been committed to the asylum. I didn’t want to be the laughingstock of the school, so I pretended it was funny, that I thought she was a big joke. I’m a terrible person, aren’t I, little bro?”
 
   The sadness and regret are heavy in his brother’s tone. “You made mistakes. We all did,” is all he can think of to say.
 
   “Ha! I bet you would’ve been more loyal to Mom. I bet you would’ve defended her. It should’ve been you. You should’ve been the legal one. You’re a million times more deserving of it than me.” Harrison’s words are brought on by more than sadness and regret, Benson realizes. There’s self-loathing, too. The most confident guy in the world doesn’t even like himself. 
 
   Isn’t that the way it always is? Benson asks himself. We hide who we are until the truth spews forth with the power of an erupting geyser. It’s almost exactly what happened to him, except in a different way. 
 
   “Shut up,” Benson says, forcing as much command into his tone as he can. 
 
   Harrison takes a step back, surprised. “What?”
 
   “You heard me. You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. So you screwed up a few times, who cares? You’re making up for it. You’ve made up for it. A hundred times over. A thousand. A botdamned million times, Harrison. Can’t you see that? We’re in this together. No more running off and doing crazy things. If there are crazy things to be done, we’ll do them together. Our normal childhood may have been stolen, but from now on we’re taking it back.”
 
   The look on his brother’s face seems to twist between shadowed amusement and disbelief. “Maybe you do have the cojones to pull off the Bond look, after all,” he says, roping an arm around Benson’s shoulder. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Private Forum for Agriculturists, by invite only:
 
   Password required: **********
 
   Password accepted, access granted.
 
    
 
   BloodyMary: I think we should move the key.
 
   ShirleyTemple: I disagree. The Lab has proven to be an effective holding area.
 
   SamAdams: Is there a reason for your suggestion, BloodyMary? 
 
   BloodyMary: The city is too hot right now, and the Lab is right in the thick of things. I’m hearing buzz over here about all sorts of aggressive ideas for stemming the riots. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: Such as?
 
   BloodyMary: Calling in reserves from other cities, increasing foot patrols and random inspections on businesses, etc. Essentially they want to flush out any pockets of rebellion and stamp them out before things get even worse.
 
   JoseCuervo: Things are already worse and BloodyMary might have a point. We could keep moving the key around, make it harder to locate.
 
   ShirleyTemple: And providing more opportunities for Pop Con to catch her. And the STL Slip too. Sorry, I disagree. We only have four more days until we unlock the vault, now is not the time to mess around. 
 
   SamAdams: I have to say that I agree with ShirleyTemple. Even a large-scale assault on the Lab would prove futile against the defenses we’ve put in place. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Two votes on each side. We’ll stay with the status quo unless the situation changes. Can you live with that, BloodyMary?
 
   BloodyMary: Of course. We’re in this together.
 
   


  
 



PART 2: FALLING
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   PSYCHOLOGICAL EXAMINATION FOR SERVICE INTO
 
   THE REORGANIZED UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
 
   MILITARY
 
   RECORD NO.: 560075614
 
   STATUS: ARCHIVED
 
    
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Name?
 
   Applicant: Domino Destovan
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Age
 
   Applicant: Sixteen
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Isn’t that a little young for someone to volunteer for military service?
 
   Applicant: They lowered the minimum age for a reason.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: You think you’re that reason?
 
   Applicant: Precisely. Among others.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Won’t your family miss you?
 
   Applicant: They’re deceased, but of course you already know that, Doctor. 
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: How do you feel about having criminals in your family history? Your sister was a Slip. Your parents tried to hide her. Covered it up.
 
   Applicant: I was embarrassed. Angry sometimes.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Not sad?
 
   Applicant: Not sad.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: But you’re not embarrassed or angry anymore?
 
   Applicant: No.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Why not?
 
   Applicant: Because they don’t exist anymore. Only I exist.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Does that make you happy?
 
   Applicant: It makes me proud.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: That you outlived them?
 
   Applicant: No. That justice was served.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: You attended Saint Louis Military Preparatory School after your family died, did you not?
 
   Applicant: Again, I believe that’s what it says on that paper you’re holding.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Indeed it does, but I like to confirm. I’ll take that as a confirmation. 
 
   Applicant: Is that a question?
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: No. My question is in regards to the six disciplinary hearings you’ve had in the last year and a half. Do you have anything to say about those?
 
   Applicant: No.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Nothing at all?
 
   Applicant: Just that I was only doing what I had to do. 
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Putting more than a dozen kids in the hospital was something you had to do?
 
   Applicant: I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to goad me into an outburst. To defend my honor. To make excuses. My actions weren’t a result of some kind of anger management issue. Those so-called “kids” deserved every broken bone and drop of spilled blood they got.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: You think you’re the judge, jury and executioner?
 
   Applicant: I didn’t kill anybody.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Did you want to?
 
   Applicant: Sometimes. Some of them deserved it. 
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Then why didn’t you?
 
   Applicant: Someone always stopped me before it got that far.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: You couldn’t have stopped yourself?
 
   Applicant: I didn’t want to.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: I see. Mr. Destovan, do you see anything morally wrong with killing?
 
   Applicant: That’s a pretty general question.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Let me rephrase. Do you see anything morally wrong with killing those that threaten the survival of the RUSA?
 
   Applicant: No.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: What about those that threaten you personally?
 
   Applicant: No.
 
   Dr. Colonel Roberts: Would you kill a complete stranger?
 
   Applicant: If it needed to be done.
 
    
 
   PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERVIEW COMPLETE
 
   INTERVIEW RESULT: CANDIDATE APPROVED FOR SERVICE
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Every movement sends spikes through his brain, or at least through whatever’s left of it. “What is happening to me?” the Destroyer growls, his question echoing off the deaf walls of the underground prison housing his secret weapon. 
 
   He hasn’t been able to get up in hours, not even to torture Michael Kelly. Clearly something serious is wrong with him. Although he hates to admit it, he needs help. A robotics engineer, maybe a doctor. 
 
   At least he was smart enough to reach out to his contact at the Saint Louis Times to tell them to hold the video. For now. His contact said he couldn’t make any promises, but once the Destroyer finished with his threats, the guy changed his mind and made all sorts of promises. In his current condition, Domino isn’t sure he’d actually be able to carry out any of his threats, but his contact doesn’t know that. No doubt he won’t be able to sleep much over the next few days, checking on his wife and child every ten minutes. 
 
   The Destroyer almost wishes he could show up at the guy’s house, just to see his face. He’d eat a sandwich, watch his holo-screen, maybe kiss the guy’s kid goodnight, and then leave. Perhaps take a picture of the guy’s ghost-white face before he goes. Wouldn’t that be a hoot!
 
   “Urgh!” he roars as the thought is smashed away by another eruption in his skull. Spots dancing in front of his eye, he grabs his holo and makes a call to someone he knows he can trust, someone with a unique level of power.
 
   When he tells him what he needs, the guy promises help within the hour.
 
   Feeling back in control of things, he props his head on Corrigan Mars’s corpse and drifts into a heavy, unnatural sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Destiny’s quickly learning the ropes of being a Slip in a big city like Saint Louis. She’s also learning that it’s extremely difficult, which makes it all the more amazing that Benson Kelly lasted as long as he did without discovery. 
 
   In the various small towns she travelled through, she would always determine exactly how many floating holo-ads there were, and what areas they traversed. She would locate the Crows’ headquarters, learning their patrol routes, shift changes, and level of motivation for catching illegals. Within days, she knew those towns backwards and forwards and could move through them like a ghost, virtually undetected. 
 
   But Saint Louis literally has thousands of Crows, law enforcement bots, and floating holo-ads, not to mention the numerous other retinal scanners smattered throughout the city, sometimes in the most random places, like in an alleyway or on a rooftop. It’s a city built for identifying and tracking its citizens, which further explains why such a big deal was made when a teenage Slip was identified within the metropolis boundaries. 
 
   Destiny has nearly been scanned on numerous occasions, barely escaping through raw hoverskating skill or sheer dumb luck several times. Although she’s getting the hang of things, she can’t last much longer. At least she’s not endangering anyone else anymore, she reminds herself. That’s the only comfort she can take when she hears the whir of a Hawk drone guarding the skies high overhead. 
 
   And yet, she’s surviving, like she always has. Thankfully the icy chill has receded somewhat, the night cold but windless. Earlier she managed to steal a loaf of bread from the back of a delivery van—it was still warm and fresh—and found a relatively cozy nook to sleep in, beneath the streets in what she’s heard locals refer to as the Tunnels. Things could be worse.
 
   Out of necessity, she has developed a strong sense of direction over the last decade of her life, a talent that has helped her evade several Crows and more than one Hunter, a challenging feat she was once proud of. Her skill comes in handy now, as she has a very good idea as to the general vicinity of the Destroyer’s underground lair, which she and Harrison had the unfortunate displeasure of being guests in. Although logic tells her that Domino Destovan won’t be there anymore—not after two of his prisoners escaped, certainly!—the grainy video had a definite familiarity to it, like the gray walls and dim lighting were the same gray walls and dim lighting of her once-prison. 
 
   In her mind there’s a glowing red dot on a map, and she’s determined to find it. However, the more she pictures that red dot, the more it starts to look like the burning-hot tip of a knife, sliding closer and closer to her eye. The more she blinks, the closer the knife gets, until she has to stop against the wall of a building to try to get control of her rising panic, the night seeming to press in on all sides.
 
   What is she doing to herself? she wonders, taking deep breaths. She could be back at the Lab with her friends, eating and talking and safe. With Harrison, she thinks, momentarily indulging in her last memory of him. He held her hand, and she let him. He touched her cheek, and she let him. He kissed her, just missing her lips, and she let him she let him she let him.
 
   She sees the smoke, hears the gunfire, trips on the bodies littering the ground around her, and she’s back at Refuge, and people are dying, her new friends are dying. Luce is dead. Because of her. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she opens her eyes and pushes steel into her bones, her fists knotting at her sides, so tightly they almost immediately begin to ache. She can’t go back to the Lab precisely because there are people she cares about there. Yes, they are rebels and they have other illegals with them, but she can’t be the reason they’re discovered. Not again. And anyway, she can do more out here. She can be useful, putting what’s left of her shredded life to work. Find the Destroyer before he finds them. Finish what she started when she shoved the hot knife of her nightmares into his eye. End him for good. Or die trying.
 
   She pushes forward, more determined than ever. She has a reason to live, one of her own creation. It’s a step in the right direction, a clawing pull up and out of the chasm of despair she fell into when Refuge was destroyed. It might not save her, but it’s a start, which is more than she thought possible back when she held a gun to her own head. 
 
   Pull it.
 
   Pull the trigger.
 
   And she did, either by accident—a reflexive twitch of her finger when Harrison crashed into her—or on purpose. She’ll never know which, and she’s not sure the answer matters anymore. 
 
   Focus, focus.
 
   Focus, Destiny, she reminds herself. Now is not the time to dwell on the past or wallow in her mistakes, not while out in the open. 
 
   Staying in the shadows, she skirts the edge of a storefront, which, according to the sign, closed many hours earlier. Things are looking more and more familiar, the streets quieter. The roads are soaked, the layer of snow melted by the heating system. She can still hear the trickle of water cascading through the gutters and into the sewers. Somewhere nearby, a baby wails, and a light flicks on in an upper-story residence. The high-pitched cry seems to cut her to the soul, and she redoubles her pace, moving quickly past the block, reaching another corner.
 
   Something twists inside her as she turns left, the familiar buildings coming into focus. It’s no surprise how clearly she remembers this place. With an unbelievable amount of clarity, she remembers all her rare moments of freedom, and this is no exception. Freedom seems to do that to Destiny, perhaps because such moments are fleeting for someone like her, their memories so vivid they seem to burst with color and life, their edges sharp, the images so true they’re almost reality.
 
   Harrison’s face: battered and bruised and yet so beautiful. The snow: cold and white and tickling her skin with the fingers of faeries. The touch: his arms around her, so painful on her bruises and aches, but so warm that she endured every wonderful second of it. 
 
   She blinks and the memory disappears.
 
   Even in the dark she can see the outline of the manhole cover on the wet street, a black splotch of imperfection on an otherwise unmarred surface. She knows that beneath the opening, a monster lies in wait. 
 
   She gathers her nerves in a bundle, swallowing them down, forcing them to stop shaking her knees, to stop shivering her spine. Her fingers close on the knife tucked in the waistband in the small of her back. She breathes deeply through her nose, gritting her teeth, remembering her purpose, picturing the faces of the friends she could save by slaying this particular dragon. 
 
   Her hoverskates ease forward.
 
   She hears a distant sound and stops, listening.
 
   She waits, wondering if she really heard anything at all, or if she’s just desperately seeking any excuse to delay the task at hand. The sound was real, she realizes, cocking her head as it grows. The noise of the battery-powered aut-car racing by isn’t particularly loud, and yet it seems to split the silent night in two as Destiny shrinks into a crouch, hoping the passengers aren’t paying close attention to the sidewalks. 
 
   Just as it passes her, the vehicle slows, stopping suddenly halfway down the block, the doors opening upwards, like a butterfly extending its wings the split-second before it takes flight. Destiny’s heart is in her throat, pounding out a rapid rhythm. Was she spotted? And if so, will she run or fight? The decision has always been an easy one—run—but now she finds herself battling internally. Running doesn’t feel right anymore.
 
   She draws the knife, gripping it tightly in front of her.
 
   Two shapes emerge from the idling aut-car, one on each side. She waits for them to turn, to squint into the dark, to run toward her. 
 
   They don’t. They do the last and most unexpected thing they could do:
 
   They open the manhole cover, which clinks when they push it aside. One of the shapes disappears, descending the very same ladder she and Harrison once struggled to climb. The second shape follows the first, pulling the cover after him, the metal shrieking on the asphalt before clanking hollowly back into place. 
 
   The Destroyer has visitors.
 
   Are they friends or enemies? Destiny wonders, propping herself against a wall to watch and wait. She’s going to be here to see how this plays out, no matter what. This is her purpose for living, clinging to the only thread she feels like she has left, a thin gossamer strand coiling around her. Maintaining her. Keeping her alive.
 
   I’m alive, she reminds herself.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The electric pain from the last round has receded into a dull ache that seems to permeate every centimeter of Michael Kelly’s body, becoming more a part of him than his own flesh and bones. It’s like he’s built on pain, and if it were to disappear completely, he would go with it, fading into oblivion. Despite the sense of peace and relief that comes with the thought, it isn’t welcome, not when his wife and sons are still out there trying to survive—or at least he believes they are. 
 
   “They must be,” he whispers to himself. The words come out as a frog’s croak, the voice weak and unrecognizable, even to his own ears. He knows he’s trying to comfort himself, to convince himself, but he also knows it makes sense. Why keep him alive if not to use against his family? Surely not just to torture, although the cyborg does seem to get a certain measure of glee from watching him scream and writhe. 
 
   At some point the seconds became minutes and the minutes hours, but beyond that, he doesn’t know if it’s been days, weeks, or even months since his captor last visited him. Only the small truth that he hasn’t died of thirst gives him comfort that months haven’t passed. That and the fact that his beard isn’t long enough yet. He doesn’t even notice the hunger anymore, the pit in his stomach as much a part of life as the throbbing in his head.
 
   He knows something strange is happening. He heard the animalistic roars echo through the chambers beyond his iron door. He heard the mutterings and rantings of his captor. And then he heard silence, which was almost worse. For all he knows, the Destroyer has left him to rot. Would that be worse? 
 
   The silence is so complete and so long that he can’t stop his head from jerking up when he hears the clinks and clanks of metal shifting. Part of a dream? The final fading remnants of a waking nightmare? 
 
   No, he realizes.
 
   It’s something…else. Something different. Muted voices, calling out. Not confident, but not quavering either. Has he finally been found? Will he finally be rescued? He dares to hope, if only because he can’t take the hopelessness any longer. 
 
   One of the voices shouts louder, “Over here!” and Michael’s stomach flips, his abs clenching, shooting daggers through him. 
 
   He groans. Yells, “Help! Please!”
 
   Footsteps slap the stone corridor. Urgent voices draw nearer. He can’t believe this is happening and he wishes his arms weren’t restrained so he could pinch himself to confirm it’s not a particularly vindictive dream. 
 
   The sounds are right outside his door now, and he watches it intently, waiting for that climactic moment of sheer exhilaration when the iron wall is thrown back. 
 
   The footsteps pass, fading away now. The voices die out, becoming more muffled with each second that passes. 
 
   “No!” he tries to scream, but it comes out as a whisper. “I’m here. I’m here. I’m…”
 
   Here.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   For Harrison, the days are creeping by tortoise-slow. Getting out for a rare hour yesterday only reminded him how useless he feels cooped up in the botforsaken Lab. The urge to just take off is always there, in the back of his mind. No, he admits to himself, not the back of his mind. The front. It’s right there where he can see it, making it hard for him to sit still, and even harder for him to stop from walking out the door right now. 
 
   He catches Benson’s eye. His twin is talking to Minda, but watching him at the same time. It’s like his brother knows the impulsive thoughts he’s having. No more running off and doing crazy things, Benson had said. He was referring to Harrison’s past decisions, but he knows his brother is perceptive enough to see the gears turning in his brain, the way he can’t stop eyeing the exit. 
 
   Harrison doesn’t know why he’s like this, why immediate and drastic action is the only solution that makes any sense to him. All this planning, waiting, talking… He can’t take it much longer. He needs the next version of breaking his mother out of the asylum, the next version of hunting down his brother’s Death Match, the next version of fighting off a deranged cyborg to escape certain death. 
 
   If he doesn’t get it soon, he thinks he might go crazy. After all, crazy runs in the family. 
 
   In what feels like a synchronized fated twist of timing, his mother appears by his side. Where did she even come from? “Benson thinks a lot,” she says, which immediately chases away Harrison’s dark thoughts and pulls a gruff chuckle from his throat. A few weeks ago he wouldn’t have thought his mother and he had anything in common; now it seems like they have everything in common. 
 
   “He does,” he agrees. “It’s probably good though. We don’t want anything to go wrong.”
 
   “With my mission?” she says.
 
   And there it is, Harrison realizes. The reason he hasn’t given in to the impulse to rush off into the night after Destiny. His mother and brother are still here. In a few days they’ll be embarking on an insane mission. He can’t abandon them before that. Without any clue as to Destiny’s whereabouts, it’s highly unlikely he’d be able to find her and make it back to help them. And he has to help them. 
 
   So he’ll persevere a bit longer. Just a few more days. He’ll stare at a holo-screen, he’ll pace the halls, he’ll eat and sleep and breathe away one second at a time. And then after they’ve erased Pop Con, he’ll find Destiny. 
 
   “Yeah,” he says. “Benson and Minda are planning every detail of your mission, Mom. So you’ll be safe. But it’s not your mission. It’s our mission. All of ours. You’re not alone.”
 
   She blinks, her expression one of confusion. “Of course it is, Son,” she says, taking his arm. “I’m the key, remember?”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Although Benson thinks he’s finally gotten through to his brother, he’s not going to take an eye off of him for the next few days. 
 
   Ever since he stood up to him, he feels less intimidated by Harrison. At least as strong as him. Not physically, but mentally. Emotionally. They’ve both been through a lot. But they’ve both survived, which makes them equals in every sense of the word. Despite the fact that the very thought makes Benson uncomfortably cocky (is this how Harrison feels ALL the time?), it also makes him feel more alive. Real. Like his whole life he’s been nothing more than the ghostly idea of a person, and now he’s finally become one. It’s a good feeling, and he wishes his old friends were around to share it with. 
 
   The thought of them makes his stomach hurt. Not only Luce—although thinking of her seems to squeeze his heart to half its size—but Check and Rod and Gonzo, too. And Geoffrey. A boy too young to have lost the last of his family. Benson may have been through a lot, but he hasn’t lost his family. Quite the contrary. He’s found them. 
 
   “Benson?” Minda says, squinting at him, her new yellow eyes boring into his gaze. He’s been gone for a few minutes, not hearing anything she’s said. 
 
   “Sorry, I—” He sighs, and she tracks his stare to where Harrison is speaking to Janice. 
 
   “It’s okay to be distracted,” she says. “I think everyone is.”
 
   “No,” he says, the word coming out harsher than he intended. She raises an eyebrow. “I mean, I know we’re all distracted, but we can’t be. We have to be focused if we’re going to pull this off.”
 
   “Then focus,” she says. “Do you want to go over the plan one more time?”
 
   He nods, and she starts through it again. The date of the rock concert of the year, held annually by the Department of Population Control to allow their employees the much-needed chance to blow off some steam. The concert, which is headlined by the biggest band of the decade, Sonic Boom, will take place in the usual venue, an enormous concert hall adjacent to Pop Con headquarters. The arena is usually used as a conference center for quarterly summits on Population Control. Although most of the tickets are offered only to government employees, Minda’s network of contacts within the government managed to procure enough tickets for everyone included in the mission. 
 
   The venue is connected to the main Pop Con building through a series of secure corridors. During the event, these corridors would typically be locked and heavily guarded. Minda apparently has a way around that, although she seems determined to maintain the secrecy of her insiders. 
 
   For two hours, they study the diagrams and building schematics, memorizing every possible route to the newly built datacenter, deciding on contingency plans in the event that one or more of the courses are unavailable. Once in the datacenter, it will be up to Janice.
 
   “And she has to be there, on site?” Benson confirms for the umpteenth time.
 
   “You could learn the passcode, and we might be able to fake her retinal signature, but the fingerprint reader is nearly impossible to trick. Even if we cut off her finger”—Benson frowns deeply—“we wouldn’t be able to maintain the skin warmth required.”
 
   “I wasn’t considering chopping off my mom’s finger,” Benson clarifies.
 
   “Well, we were,” Minda says. Before Benson can object, she continues. “We’ve considered all possibilities, no matter how crazy or awful. This is it. This is the endgame. The choices we make now will alter the course of history forever.”
 
   Although Benson doesn’t like thinking about the fact that Minda and other members of the consortium actually discussed removing Janice’s finger, he understands what she means. He’s a late-comer to a project that’s been planned for years. 
 
   A plan his father came up with. 
 
   “This is what my father wanted, wasn’t it?” Benson asks.
 
   Minda shakes her head. “Not like this,” she says. “He never wanted you or Janice involved. Certainly not Harrison. He was doing it to give you your lives back.”
 
   “While ending his.” Benson can’t hide the sharpness in his tone. The bitterness. He feels like his father never included his own life in his grand plans.
 
   “”He knew he might die, yes,” Minda says. “But it was never a foregone conclusion. And anyway…”
 
   She trails off. Benson waits, trying to grab her unspoken words from wherever they’re hiding. “Anyway what?” Benson asks.
 
   “Nothing,” Minda says. “Your father would want us to do this.”
 
   “Would have wanted us,” Benson corrects. “He’s dead, remember?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Minda says, looking away. She turns, hiding her expression from him, and he gets the distinct impression she’s hiding something.
 
   “Hey,” he says, but she walks away, refusing to look back. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The news comes just after they finish lunch. “Inspectors!” Minda hisses, listening into her earpiece. “Positions!”
 
   Benson and Harrison stare numbly at each other and Janice ducks, covering her head, as there’s a mad scramble of activity. “Scientists” race to their lab tables, turning on burners and pretending to examine slides under their ion microscopes. Benson can see the telltale bulge of their weapons under their white lab coats. 
 
   “You,” Minda says, turning to them. “Come with me. This is not a drill.”
 
   They pull Janice to her feet and urge her along, staying close behind Minda. Benson wonders what the chances are that only a few days after they arrived here they’d have a random inspection. Pretty low, he suspects, unless it’s not as “random” as it seems. 
 
   Minda stops at a door marked Dangerous Chemicals: Unauthorized Entry is Strictly Forbidden. She opens the door and ushers them inside. “Umm, is this a good idea?” Harrison asks, reading the sign. “I’d rather not grow a third arm or anything weird.”
 
   “It’s fake,” she says, meaning the warning. The information does make Benson feel better about going inside, even if she might be lying. Where better to hide a few criminals than with hazardous materials?
 
   Regardless, they all move inside and Minda flicks on a flashlight, which she shines against the far wall. The cramped space is lined with shelves, stacked with crates of vials of various colored liquids. Each one is stamped with a skull and crossbones and the warning Fragile: Handle with Care. 
 
   “Hurry,” Minda advises, guiding them around boxes and crates to the back, where there’s another door, this one padlocked. It has the most serious notice yet:
 
   Extremely Sensitive Materials Inside. Do Not Enter Without Full Body Protection Gear.
 
   “Seriously?” Harrison says as Minda produces a key for the lock, twisting it until it clicks. The door swings open, revealing only a dark void.
 
   “A ruse,” she promises.
 
   “I’ll come for revenge if my future babies turn out to be aliens,” Harrison promises back.
 
   “Just get in. There’s not much time.” As if to prove her point, the sounds of heavy footsteps creak the floor above them. Voices carry to their ears, muffled but full of authority. She shoves them inside, not even bothering to shine her light to guide them.
 
   Inside, Benson turns to ask Minda a question, but the door slams in his face. The padlock jangles and the lock clicks back into place. “Awesome,” Harrison mutters in the dark. “She couldn’t have let us borrow her flashlight?”
 
   “We should be quiet,” Benson says. “Just in case.”
 
   “Like mice,” Janice agrees. 
 
   “I’m thirsty,” Harrison says, ignoring them. “Should we look for something to drink? Surely not everything in here will kill us.”
 
   Benson ignores him, hoping his brother will eventually shut himself up without further urging. He does, and an eerie silence sets in, thick and soupy. Something brushes against his arm, his mother’s fingers sliding down into his hand. He grips them firmly, trying to be comforting. 
 
   “Stop trying to hold my hand, Bense,” Harrison says.
 
   Janice giggles. “It’s me. I’m holding both your hands. I can finally comfort you.” 
 
   Although Benson finds it interesting that his mother did it to comfort them rather than herself, he says, “Shh.”
 
   It’s unnecessary, however, because they all clam up the moment they hear noises, much louder than before. He squeezes Janice’s hand harder, without even realizing it.
 
   A door thuds and a familiar voice carries through the padlocked door. One of the pretend scientists, a woman Minda introduced Benson to when they first arrived. Sheila something or other. “You’re welcome to inspect the storage room, but please do not disturb any of the materials. They’re extremely volatile and dangerous if handled.”
 
   Someone grunts out an indecipherable response, and then several sets of feet stomp across the space slowly, presumably shining lights in every corner.
 
   Janice’s and Harrison’s breathing is muted and even, almost impossible to hear, while his own sounds ragged and heavy, like wind shrieking through an open window. He holds his breath, counting off the seconds in his head. One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-thousand…
 
   He can hear his blood rushing in his head, his heart beating in his chest, the scrape of his shoes on the floor when he inadvertently shifts his feet. 
 
   “What’s in here?” the same deep voice asks, and Benson knows without a doubt in his mind that the man means their padlocked room. 
 
   “What the sign says,” Sheila says. “That’s the worst of the worst stuff we play with in the lab. Trust me, you don’t want to mess around with it.”
 
   There’s a moment of silence, and for a single gleeful second—six-one-thousand—Benson thinks they might’ve left…and then—
 
   Slam!
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Sheila cries.
 
   “That’s for us to decide,” the man growls.
 
   Slam!
 
   “You’re going to get us all killed!”
 
   “Back off, woman!” There’s the slap of skin meeting skin in a rush of violence and Sheila cries out. 
 
   Slam!
 
   “Breach! Breach!” Sheila shouts, presumably into her headset. 
 
   Gunshots explode through the door, drowning out anything else Sheila might’ve said. Harrison yells, “Behind me!” shoving first Janice—her hand tearing from Benson’s grasp—and then Benson to the back of the lightless space. 
 
   “No!” Benson yells, barreling forward and throwing himself toward his best guess as to where his brother is. At that exact moment, there’s a final SLAM! and the door flies open, light bursting into his eyes as he crashes into his brother. He knocks him hard against a wall as gunshots ring out. He feels a burning sensation in his calf even before he crumples to the ground on top of his brother, their situation bordering on hopeless.
 
   There’s more gunfire, but it sounds further away, different to the deafening explosions in his ears he heard a moment ago. Howls fill the air, followed by the thud of falling bodies. 
 
   Harrison squirms under him, but Benson grips him tightly, determined to be his human shield. He can only hope that Janice is well hidden behind them and out of the line of fire. “Get the hell off of me,” Harrison demands, twisting suddenly and throwing Benson to the side, slamming him on his shoulder, which screams, joining the cacophony coming from his calf. 
 
   The gunshots continue to reverberate through the facility, but it’s distant, unthreatening. When did distant gunfire become unthreatening? Benson asks himself, while gritting his teeth to combat the pain in his leg and shoulder. 
 
   “It’ll be over soon,” a voice promises. Minda. Benson’s cheek pressed to the floor, he looks up to find her brown face peering in at them. “You all okay?”
 
   “My boys saved me,” Janice says. “I’m supposed to save them, but they saved me.”
 
   “What was that?” Harrison seethes, and for a moment Benson thinks he’s asking Minda about the gunfight. But no, he’s looking at Benson.
 
   “What?” Benson says, massaging his shoulder gingerly. He attempts to sit up, but his leg feels numb.
 
   “Um, you tackling me?” His brother looks like he wants to pick him up, tackle him back, and then do it again, over and over.
 
   “I had to protect you,” Benson says matter-of-factly.
 
   “Protect me? I don’t need your protection. That’s my job.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m—”
 
   “Two minutes older,” Benson finishes. “That joke’s no longer funny. I want the real reason.”
 
   Harrison’s eyes seem to tear into him, angry and fierce, but then he sighs and his expression softens. “Because I owe you,” he says. 
 
   Benson blinks, dumbfounded. They barely know each other and haven’t known each other long enough for either of them to pile up any sort of debt.
 
   “Look, Bense. I owe you my life and I owe you time. You might not understand what I mean right now, and you might never understand, but it’s true. I got what you didn’t. I’ve felt safe my whole life, you haven’t. It’s your turn to feel safe. And if I have to be the one to take a bullet to give you that feeling, so be it.”
 
   “This time it was my turn to take a bullet.”
 
   “Wait. What?” Harrison says. “What do you mean, ‘take a bullet’?” Harrison’s eyes dance over his body, finally noticing the dark red patch seeping through his pant leg. 
 
   “I think I got shot,” Benson announces. “But I can’t really feel anything anymore. It’s just all tingly.”
 
   “Botdammit,” Harrison growls, gingerly peeling the pant leg up to Benson’s knee. “This is exactly why you need to stay behind me.”
 
   In the dim lighting, all Benson can see is a lot of blood. “Am I going to live?” he asks.
 
   “Only if I don’t kill you for being an idiot,” Harrison says. “But yes, you’ll survive. You got lucky. It’s only a graze. We’ll wrap it up and you’ll be fine.”
 
   Benson flashes a grin. “Good. I guess I still owe you that bullet then.”
 
   Harrison shakes his head, but doesn’t respond, pulling him into a quick and unexpected hug.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Lab is in shambles. Propped up by his brother, Benson hobbles past smashed workstations and instruments, allowing Harrison to help him step over motionless bodies. Most of them are garbed in Crow’s uniforms, although the few dead or injured “scientists” stand out in their stark white coats, which are stained with blood. 
 
   They can’t linger, as surely city law enforcement will already be sending in reinforcements as news travels of the failed inspection. 
 
   “We’re just going to leave?” Harrison asks Minda, who hasn’t left Benson’s side. 
 
   “There’s a contingency plan.” Of course there is. If there’s one thing Benson’s learned about the Indian woman he first met when she was posing as a Lifer operative, it’s that she doesn’t leave anything to chance.
 
   “Care to elaborate?” Harrison practically carries Benson over a pile of dead enemies blocking their path. 
 
   “No, but you’ll find out soon enough,” she says.
 
   “You know, I’m getting tired of being left in the dark,” Harrison says.
 
   “Relax,” Benson says, tired of the argument. “We’re alive.”
 
   “Yeah, and I want it to stay that way.” Harrison’s eyes flick to the floor. “Mom, can you grab my board?”
 
   “Ooh,” Janice murmurs as she scoops up Harrison’s hoverboard with both arms, the long wide plank looking comically unwieldy as she balances it awkwardly.
 
   “Planning on going for a joyride?” Minda asks.
 
   “I like to have my own contingency plan.”
 
   Benson ignores his brother, noticing Minda tapping furiously on a holo-screen as they hustle into an empty lifter. Other lifters are already full, their doors closing to transport the survivors to street level. “What is it?” he asks her.
 
   “Just arranging transport. I didn’t want to move you guys, but it seems we have no choice now.”
 
   “You think?” Harrison says.
 
   As the lifter doors close, Benson cranes his neck to look over Minda’s shoulder. A familiar chat forum is open, already in progress. He remembers it from when the same secret group of rebels helped them find Boris Decker. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Don’t leave the key. Not for one second.
 
   ShirleyTemple: That’s the plan. We got lucky. This could’ve been disastrous.
 
   Benson remembers that ShirleyTemple is Minda’s screen name, and he takes a small measure of comfort from the fact that she’ll be staying with Janice for whatever comes next. He plans to do the same, regardless of the gunshot wound in his leg.
 
   BloodyMary: Don’t worry. Follow the planned escape route. Which safe house are you planning on relocating to?
 
   ShirleyTemple: I don’t want to specify over the holo-network. 
 
   SamAdams: Are you suggesting today’s attack wasn’t random?
 
   The lifter eases to a stop and the doors open. With Janice and Harrison flanking him, Benson’s unable to see Minda’s response as they’re hustled into a waiting aut-car, one of many in a line, all of them high-end private vehicles. 
 
   Simon’s the last one in, squashing himself next to Harrison, who gives him a disgusted look. “Sweat much?”
 
   “Like only a man can, pretty boy. Heard your brother saved your sorry ass.”
 
   “You heard wrong.”
 
   “Seems he’s got the bullet hole to prove it.”
 
   Harrison shuts up, not even bothering to correct him on the fact that there’s no hole, just a graze. Benson suspects there’s no difference between the two in his brother’s eyes. If not for the blazing pain in Benson’s leg, he might laugh. As it is, he tucks his head firmly between his knees as the car screeches forward, guided by Minda, who instructs it while continuing the conversation on her holo. 
 
   “Fast,” Janice comments. She’s right—Benson can feel their speed in his bones. In his stomach, too, which feels like it’s dropping rapidly to his feet. As he guessed, these are no ordinary aut-cars, apparently unbound by standard speed limits. 
 
   “You okay?” Simon asks him. Benson feels the big man’s hand on his shoulder, and he can imagine that means his sweaty armpit is just about in Harrison’s face. 
 
   Benson eases himself up and opens his eyes, dying with laughter on the inside when he sees Harrison’s expression. But then his stomach lurches again and he says, “Nauseous.”
 
   “Don’t barf on me,” Harrison says. Apparently he’s still angry about Benson’s actions earlier. 
 
   Benson stares straight ahead, watching the city whiz past and trying to control his roiling stomach. 
 
   Minda says, “Now,” and while she stares impassively forward, there’s a thunderous BOOM! like a thousand fireworks going off simultaneously. Or like a bomb exploding. 
 
   The street shakes beneath their vehicle, which says, “Unexpected turbulence. Please ensure seatbelts are fastened.”
 
   “Holy botballs,” Harrison says, craning his neck to look behind them. Benson, momentarily forgetting the precarious nature of the contents of his stomach, twists around to see what’s going on. His eyes widen at the sight. 
 
   An enormous building is on fire, sending tendrils of black smoke into the atmosphere. Chunks of stone and other construction materials are crumbling away from the building, falling to the street below. 
 
   “You blew up the Lab,” Benson whispers.
 
   “Yes,” Minda agrees. “We did.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Ahead of them, Benson watches as the other vehicles in their convoy turn down different side streets. He knows the city well from his days as a Picker, and he immediately tries to figure out where they all might be going, but quickly shakes his head. “Doesn’t make sense,” he murmurs.
 
   “That’s the point,” Minda says. One arm is slung casually over her knee, which, funnily enough, is an almost exact mimic of Harrison’s current posture. Her other arm is raised to the roof, gripping a handle. “These vehicles are smarter than the average aut-car. Not only are their interfaces linked autonomously, but they have certain other defense mechanisms.”
 
   “Like what?” Harrison asks. “Machine guns and missiles?” The edge of his upper lip quirks up.
 
   “Precisely,” Minda says, rummaging through a first aid kit under her seat. She comes up with a bottle of antiseptic and some bandages. 
 
   His smirk vanishes. “Seriously?”
 
   “Would I joke about something like that?”
 
   Benson doesn’t think so, and apparently neither does Harrison, because he doesn’t question it further. Minda gets to work on his leg, ripping away his pants to reveal torn flesh and gobs of blood. “Doesn’t look like the bullet went in,” she opines.
 
   “A graze,” Harrison says. “Benson’s just making a big deal out of nothing. Baby.”
 
   “While saving your life,” Benson says, gritting his teeth as Minda pours the antiseptic directly into the wound. 
 
   “I was already ducking.”
 
   “Keep telling your ego that and it might not shrink.”
 
   At that, Simon lets out a hardy laugh. “Benson’s my new best friend,” he says. Harrison glares at him.
 
   Minda follows up the cleaning by wrapping the bandage around his leg in tight coils. “Got to stop the bleeding,” she says. But Benson’s not thinking about his injury, which is no more than a dull throb in his calf. He’s still stuck on what she said about the other aut-cars. 
 
   “So the other cars are taking various routes to the same place?” Benson asks, still trying to understand the strategy.
 
   Minda finishes up with his leg and says, “Hang on.” The car veers sharply to the left. Once they’re out of the turn, she says, “Not exactly. There are multiple safe houses set up in the event that the Lab is compromised.”
 
   “Does compromised mean ‘blown up’?” Harrison says.
 
   The ghost of a smile plays on her lips. “In this case, yes. The key to the whole escape is randomness. These aut-cars were pre-programmed to go to a specific safe house; however, they were also instructed to lineup randomly in the event of an emergency. None of us know which car is going to which safe house.”
 
   “Wait one bot-lickin’ minute,” Harrison says, leaning forward. “You did all this in case there’s a traitor in our midst, didn’t you?”
 
   For a tense moment, the question seems to hang in the air, but then it falls with a resounding “Yes” from Minda’s lips. “There’s always that possibility. We’ve got our spies within various government and state organizations, and we can only assume they’d attempt to do the same to us.”
 
   “Great,” Harrison says. “There’s not really any such thing as a ‘safe’ house, is there?”
 
   “Watch your tone, pretty boy,” Simon says, finally chiming in. “They’re doing their best.”
 
   “Not good enough,” Harrison says. “Can’t you use truth serum and polygraphs before accepting new members?”
 
   “Yes,” Minda says. “And we do. But the best spies are trained to pass those sorts of tricks. Look, I think we’re okay, but there are no guarantees in our world.”
 
   The car jerks right and Benson clutches the seat to avoid sliding off. This is a particularly rough ride. It’s not normal. Typically aut-cars are programmed for the smoothest ride possible, using sensors and cameras to moderate traffic, make perfectly arcing turns, and avoid jerky stops. This vehicle almost seems to be purposely roughening the journey. “Is someone following us?” he asks, coming to the only conclusion that makes any sense. In response to his question, all heads in the car swing around to look behind them, finding only an empty stretch of wet pavement. Everyone except Janice, that is. She’s mesmerized by the blinking lights on the aut-car control panel. She’s hugging Harrison’s hoverboard, peeking around it.
 
   “No,” Minda says, surprising him. “But good guess. This car has technology that will help it lose a tail from another aut-car.”
 
   Benson nods. “It turns quickly and sharply to confound the programming of another aut-car.”
 
   “Exactly. Their system won’t allow them to make such a sharp turn.”
 
   “That’s nothing,” Harrison says. “I’ve ridden in Crow cars before.”
 
   Benson, Minda, and Simon stare at him, eyebrows raised. “Why am I not surprised?” Simon says.
 
   “Ha ha. As a passenger, not a prisoner,” Harrison says. “My best friend was—is—son of Charles Boggs. He used to pick us up from hoverboard practice.”
 
   “You mean the kid that screwed you over and got you tortured and nearly killed?” Simon asks, although it’s a question he clearly already knows the answer to.
 
   “Thanks for the reminder,” Harrison says. “But yeah, him. Anyway, Boggs used to always let us override the aut-cars programming. For fun. He said in the old days the police chases used to reach insane speeds, typically ending in violent crashes. Now the Crows have the advantage.”
 
   “Not with us,” Minda says. “We’ve got a whole lot more tricks up our sleeves.”
 
   Benson’s processing the information, sorting through it, trying to poke holes in the logic. One question seems more important than any others. “Was the raid on the Lab a random inspection?”
 
   Harrison’s eyes meet his and his brother offers him a nod of approval. For some reason it makes him feel proud.
 
   Minda closes her eyes, as if lost in thought. When she opens them, she says, “Tensions are high because of the riots. The government is more suspicious than ever. According to a source of mine—”
 
   “BloodyMary,” Benson blurts out, interrupting.
 
   “How did you…”
 
   “I’m observant,” Benson explains.
 
   “Yes. One of the key members of the consortium warned me that ‘random’ government inspections might increase.”
 
   “And you did nothing?” Harrison says, his fists curling into tight knots. “We were almost killed back there.”
 
   “It wasn’t my decision alone,” Minda says. “We were split down the middle. But yes, I voted to stay in the Lab. In my opinion, moving the key—I mean, all of you—was the riskier option.”
 
   “And yet here we are,” Harrison says. Despite the heat in his tone, his fists unfurl.
 
   “Do random inspections normally have so much…firepower?” Benson asks.
 
   Minda shakes her head. “No. I must admit, that was unusual. Usually it would just be a couple of bean counters checking that laboratory safety protocols are being followed. They’d have a Crow or two with them, but not an entire squad. But again, tensions are a lot higher than normal.”
 
   Simon grunts. “Clearly they’re actively looking for rebels. But that doesn’t mean they knew we were there. If they did, they’d have had ten times more Crows with them. Hunters too.”
 
   “True,” Benson agrees. “Still, something doesn’t seem random about the whole mess.”
 
   While the rest of the passengers chew on that thought, a red light begins blinking from the main consol. 
 
   “Damn,” Minda spits.
 
   “What does that mean?” Harrison says.
 
   “Pretty,” Janice says, reaching around the hoverboard to try to touch the light.
 
   “It means we’ve got company,” Minda says, swiveling around to face the back. 
 
   Two black aut-cars with blue lights flashing race forward, closing the gap. They ride in tandem, barely able to fit in the wide lane, avoiding traffic moving in the opposite direction down the two-way street. 
 
   Crows.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Not good, Harrison thinks wryly. Most of the time he loves being right, but not now. Despite everything Minda’s told him about the advanced aut-car they’re riding in, he knows they’re no match for two Crow cars. With their manual overrides, the law enforcement vehicles will be able to match them on speed and handling. No problem. 
 
   As if to prove his inner thoughts, one of the sleek black vehicles accelerates, pressing in beside them, far too close to be considered a safe maneuver. 
 
   “Full evasive action,” Minda instructs their own car, her voice surprisingly calm and composed. As critical of her as he was earlier, Harrison knows he’d rather have her on his side.
 
   Neither party can see each other, their windows tinted and dark, but that doesn’t stop the Crow car from swinging wildly to its left, bashing into them. 
 
   The force is so jarring that Harrison spills into the space between the seats. Benson and Minda have the same problem, twisting together in a jumble. Janice managed to stay out of it by clutching the red flashing light. Simon, using his weight to his advantage, remained anchored in place by leaning in the direction of the collision. 
 
   Automatically, their vehicle responds by steering back into the Crow car. The shriek of metal scraping metal fills the air, even as the other Crow car rams them from behind. In a weird way, the blow helps them, allowing them to burst ahead of their pursuers.
 
   Harrison clambers into his seat, shoving his face to the rear glass. The Crow cars repeatedly try to pull even with their vehicle, but, true to form, their car responds, shifting from side to side, blocking their pursuers’ progress. A couple of times the Crows attempt to use the opposing traffic lane, but oncoming vehicles block their path. 
 
   Apparently, their lack of success pisses them off, because their next move is to open a hatch in the roof. A long black nozzle extends from the gap, aiming in their direction. “Down!” Harrison shouts, pushing Benson back to the floor at the exact moment Minda shouts, “Armor!”
 
   Gunfire erupts from the weapon, a handful of bullets bursting through the window, which explodes in a maelstrom of safety glass, collapsing inwards. Harrison’s back is pelted with chunks, almost like hail, as he throws his body on top of his brother’s. The wind that rushes through the damaged space is full of whining bullets, which glance off of the vehicle’s interior. 
 
   The wind stops. The bullets stop flying overhead. Clinks and clanks resound from the rear. Slowly, cautiously, Harrison peers behind them. The window is covered by a sheet of metal. It’s riddled with spots, bulging inward, dented by the bullets that continue to bounce off of it. The side and front windows have also been armored, blocking all natural light. The interior is now lit by dim security panels that have come to life along the floor and ceiling, casting an eerie glow across the passengers. 
 
   Harrison takes stock of the others, who are in various states of disarray, either on the floor or clinging to the seats. “Everyone okay?”
 
   Murmurs of assent pop up one by one. “The tires,” Benson says, his eyes wide. 
 
   “Armored,” Minda says. “We’re virtually indestructible now.”
 
   “Not if they flip us,” Harrison points out. Another barrage of bullets clank off of the rear armor.
 
   “They’ll try,” Minda says. “We have to trust that our technology is better than theirs.”
 
   Harrison scoffs. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing, hoping this magical vehicle manages to destroy both Crow cars and escapes to safety. They’ll have Hawks locked on us by now. There’s no escape.”
 
   “We’re not doing nothing,” Minda says, whipping out her holo-screen. She begins tapping a message:
 
   The key is compromised.
 
   “Is that all you care about—the key?” Harrison says.
 
   “She’s all that matters,” Minda says, her tone void of compassion.
 
   “Yeah, but only so she can carry out your ‘mission’. Not because my mother is a person. A human being. You think my father would’ve wanted this?”
 
   Minda grabs him by his collar so firmly and so suddenly that he’s thrown back against the seat. “Your father planned everything,” she growls. “If the key isn’t turned, then none of this matters anyway. Your brother will never be safe. You will never be safe. This world will continue down its path of destruction.”
 
   She pushes off of him as a message appears in midair:
 
   SamAdams: What can I do?
 
   Minda says, “Switch to voice mode.”
 
   “Voice mode confirmed,” her holo-screen says.
 
   “We need help with the Hawks. Can you get rid of them?” As she speaks each word, they appear in midair, projected from her holo. 
 
   BloodyMary: He’ll blow his cover if he does that.
 
   “No choice,” Minda says. “We’re way past that if you want the key to survive this.”
 
   BloodyMary: Let your vehicle do its job. We have to trust in the plan.
 
   SamAdams: Sorry BloodyMary, I agree with ShirleyTemple. We have to take out the Hawks or there’s no chance of the key making it to safety.
 
   JoseCuervo: I agree. Do what you have to do.
 
   BloodyMary has signed off.
 
   “What can he possibly do?” Harrison wonders aloud.
 
   “More than we can,” Minda says. “Vehicle—bring up radar view.”
 
   A floating green screen appears toward the front of the car. Harrison remembers Chuck’s dad showing them something similar one time. All the Crow cars are equipped with radar too. He scans the image, immediately honing his vision in on the dots representing their vehicle and the two pursuing Crow cars, which are so close their blips are nearly touching. Above them, as expected, are three yellow dots, moving parallel to the pursuit. 
 
   “Hawks,” Benson says.
 
   “Wait,” Minda instructs.
 
   They hang on for two long minutes as their vehicle lurches right, then left, then right again. “What are we waiting for?” Harrison asks, but before the question is out, three other yellow dots appear on the radar, closing in on the Hawks. 
 
   “That’s what he can do,” Minda says, pointing at the roof as there’s a screaming roar from above, followed by a massive explosion that causes the sides of their car to shake. One of the yellow blips disappears. Two explosions later, all three Hawks are gone, vanquished from the radar as easily as flies being swatted.
 
   “Holy bots,” Benson breathes. 
 
   “Like I said, we’re not doing nothing,” Minda says. “But we’re not safe yet.”
 
   “Can’t you just use those Hawks to blow them up?” Simon asks. Harrison likes the sound of that idea. 
 
   “They’re too close,” Minda says. “Maybe if we can get some distance between us.”
 
   Harrison knows that’s not likely. According to the radar, the Crow cars are sticking to their bumper, occasionally trying to get around them. They’ve stopped shooting, but probably only to conserve ammo. There’s no doubt they’ll continue the assault the moment they see an opening. 
 
   They take another screeching turn, but their pursuers don’t blink, falling in behind them. Harrison knows that every Crow in the city will have been alerted to the chase, which means they don’t have much time if they’re going to have a fool’s chance of escaping. Drastic action is required, and not by some computer program. Drastic human action. The skeleton of an insane plan begins to form in his mind.
 
   Even as Harrison’s contemplating the odds of him dying in an excruciatingly painful manner, there’s a loud thump on the roof. Then another. All eyes go to the ceiling, even Janice’s.
 
   “They’re on us,” Simon says.
 
   “Who?” Benson frowns, puzzled.
 
   “The Crows,” Minda says. “They’re wearing magnetic boots.”
 
   Their slow, heavy footsteps across the roof prove her statement. “What are they up to?” Simon muses aloud.
 
   As if in response to his question, a hole appears above them, allowing a sliver of white daylight to penetrate the cab’s gloom. A beam of bright blue light follows immediately after it. “Laser cutters!” Simon shouts.
 
   The five of them scatter toward the edges of the interior, as far from the dangerous beam of energy cutting through their armor. The laser shears a line in the roof, makes a right angle, and then slices another line. “They’re coming in!” Harrison says, stepping forward to keep his body between the widening gap in the roof and his family. He feels Benson fighting against him, but he uses his superior strength to hold him off. Not this time, bro, he thinks. 
 
   “Let them come,” Simon growls. The third line is cut, and the fourth begins. When the beam returns to its original position, a heavy square of metal falls inside. Large black boots swing through the gap, but Simon’s ready for them. He grabs the legs and drives forward, grunting in pain as his injured abdomen slams into the Crow. Harrison watches as his frienemy pins the Crow to the side of the car, his forearm pressed heavily into his throat. The guy scratches and kicks out, but the blows might as well be a child’s against a man Simon’s size. 
 
   A gun appears from above, pointing blindly inside. “Look out!” Minda yells. Just as the barrel explodes with fire, Simon twists his opponent around, using him as a human shield, his body shuddering as each bullet enters his flesh. 
 
   Harrison lunges forward and grabs the gun, yanking hard. The weapon responds, still firing, but past him, falling toward his feet. There’s a hand attached to it, followed by an arm and then an entire black-garbed body: a Crow. As Harrison wrestles the gun from her, Benson grabs her legs and Minda secures her arms. 
 
   Drastic human action, Harrison remembers as the gun becomes his. Everyone else is distracted with the prisoner. Now is the time for his insane, but necessary, plan.
 
   Before anyone can stop him, he grabs his hoverboard from where Janice dropped it during the attack, and with one swift motion, presses the door open button and leaps from the car. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Harrison’s body reacts instantly, his hand activating the board and sliding it beneath his shoes, which clamp to the frame. His other hand clutches the weapon, which is far lighter than he expected for such a deadly instrument. He’s never fired a gun before, but there’s a first time for everything.
 
   Like jumping from a moving aut-car.
 
   Like rescuing his mother from the asylum. 
 
   Like going toe to toe with a psychotic cyborg.
 
   It seems his life has been full of firsts lately.
 
   Using minor pressure from his well-practiced heels, he gets control of the board. He winces as cold sleet pelts his face, but manages to take a sharp right to get moving in the correct direction. What he didn’t realize is that the momentum of his leap from the car placed him in the direct center of the opposing lane. 
 
   The aut-car is on him in less than a second, it’s automatic accident-preventing brakes engaging, the tires skidding across the pavement, the passengers staring at Harrison in a mix of fear and awe as he cuts left, the edge of the board grinding against the hood, sliding up the windshield like a ramp, and propelling him up and over the next aut-car, which is also desperately trying to stop its forward progress. 
 
   Holy freaking son of a—
 
   Harrison veers right to avoid another vehicle, finding himself back in the right lane, in pursuit of the two Crow cars. He leans forward, increasing his speed, crouching to draft off the wind resistance provided by the much larger vehicles, the icy snow swirling overhead. He watches as another Crow clambers from the roof of his car wearing magnet boots, his arms out to steady himself against the gusting wind. 
 
   Unlike the first two, the third appears to be empty-handed, but still moves forward with jerky steps. Holding the gun, the temptation to shoot is strong, but Harrison knows he’s too far away. Having no experience, he’ll miss badly, and then the Crow will be aware of his presence. 
 
   Instead, he eases forward faster, gaining with each passing second. As the Crow continues to fight forward against the wind, Harrison pulls overtop the first aut-car. A surprised Crow stares up at him through a hatch, and Harrison instinctively pulls the trigger, firing inside. The gun bucks in his hand far more than he expected it to. He loses his grip and it falls from his grasp, clattering to the pavement and running away behind him. Although the urge is there, he knows he doesn’t have time to go back for it. 
 
   Beneath him, the hatch is empty, any remaining Crows ducking back inside at the first sign of his riotous gunfire. The Crow with the magnet boots has stopped and turned upon hearing the commotion. His eyes widen when he sees Harrison, but he twists back around, quickening his steps, leaping dangerously onto the lead aut-car, relying on the powerful magnets in his boots to stick the landing.
 
   That’s when Harrison realizes the guy’s not empty-handed after all. He’s carrying something small, black, and egg-shaped. A grenade!
 
   Without thinking, he leans forward, his entire body battered by the wind and sleet, but not caring, not caring, not caring because his family is in that car and the Crow is biting down on the grenade and ripping out the pin with his teeth and winding up, taking aim—
 
   —and Harrison imagines the hoverball shooting for the corner, on target, almost impossibly out of reach— 
 
   —almost—which is Harrison’s new favorite word, and—
 
   —he leaps, his arm outstretched, his fingers reaching, reaching, snatching the grenade from the Crow, bashing into him hard enough to dislodge his boots from the vehicle, watching as he falls away, smashing violently onto the street where he’s run over by his very own aut-car.
 
   Benson’s head pops up like a gopher and he beckons Harrison back inside, his expression pleading, his mouth twisted in a slash of fear. But Harrison knows he can’t, not now, not when the adrenaline is pumping and the rage burning and while he’s holding a live grenade in his hand. 
 
   In his mind, the crowd roars as he spins and lobs the incendiary into the hatch of one of the pursuing cars.
 
   A frozen moment passes, and for the first time in a long time Harrison sees the world with exquisite clarity, as if his senses are heightened. He sees the unique beauty of each snowflake, sees each speckle of sunlight dancing on the metal of the Crow cars, sees every drop of spilled blood pouring from the dead Crow receding into the distance. And then…
 
   BOOM!
 
   The impact is violent and immediate, fire spewing from the Crow car as it’s split in half, ragged chunks of metal spinning off in chaotic directions, colliding with the other Crow car, which swerves wildly to the side, ripping into the side of a passing aut-car, running up its hood, and flipping end over end. It lands on its roof in a raucous roar of metal on pavement. Harrison is thrown forward, chased by an explosion of energy that hurtles him into the waiting arms of his brother, who groans from the impact even as he drags him inside. His board momentarily gets stuck in the small opening, but is then manhandled through by Simon’s strong arms. 
 
   “You’re insane,” Simon says to Harrison.
 
   “I’m getting there,” Harrison says, sighing deeply as the aut-car rockets them forward to safety.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Breaking News: Lifers Strike Again
 
    
 
   In the biggest explosion yet, an entire building was decimated in downtown Saint Louis in what officials are saying was another act of terrorism by the Lifers. According to Crow Chief Charles Boggs, “Although the Lifers haven’t claimed responsibility, the attack is consistent with their past actions. This isn’t an act of terrorism so much as an act of war.”
 
    
 
   Following the bombing, the president’s office issued an immediate statement: “Due to the extreme nature of the situation, martial law has been instituted for Saint Louis. To the citizens of our great nation’s capital city, please return to your homes and review the emergency laws that have been approved by Congress and sent to your holo-screens. These laws, as well as a city-wide lockdown, will be in effect until further notice, violations of which will result in severe criminal penalties.
 
    
 
   “While these days appear dark, we will persevere. We will defeat these terrorists who call themselves patriots. We will bring them to justice and restore order. Until a new permanent head of the Department of Population Control can be appointed, Charles Boggs will serve as the chief of both law-enforcement departments.”
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   SamSneed18: I had to fight through a mob to get back to my home. My wife and kid are scared. Hell, I’m scared. I support whatever the government has to do to get rid of those terrorists and get things back to normal. Boggs is level-headed and smart. I trust him.
 
    
 
   WayneT101: I’m moving to China.
 
    
 
   Lifer3001: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Boggs as Head of Pop Con? Seriously? Damn those lunatic politicians.” Although the Lifer leader’s words are full of anger, his tone never rises to a shout. To Geoffrey, for some reason, the low, growling way that he speaks is scarier than shouting. Jarrod is in control. He’s focused.
 
   And he listens to what Geoffrey has to say. “What do you think?” he asks him now.
 
   “Sir?” Geoffrey says.
 
   “Is Boggs the right man for the job?”
 
   Geoffrey thinks about it for a minute. “Is there a right person for the job?” Geoffrey asks.
 
   He’s not trying to be funny, but Jarrod laughs. “Good point. But Boggs is most definitely the worst possible appointment they could make.”
 
   Geoffrey remembers what he knows about Chief Crow Charles Boggs from the hours and hours they used to spend watching the holo-news. He and Chuck and Gonzo and Rod and…
 
   …Benson and Luce. 
 
   He shakes off the thought before it can swarm into his brain. Charles Boggs is notorious for the Aloisius Culpepper beating two years ago. For three weeks straight it was all the reporters were talking about. Culpepper had been an upstanding citizen, an ex-Mayor of Saint Louis, the model for obedience to the Population Control Decree, his two legal children blossoming into future politicians themselves. He was beaten to death on the street by three Crows, one of whom was Charles Boggs. According to Boggs and the other two Crows, Culpepper was suspected of aiding and abetting his cousin, a known black market doctor purportedly responsible for hundreds, if not thousands, of unauthorized births. UnBees. When they questioned him, he pulled what they thought was a weapon, and so they defended themselves with lethal force. It turns out the so-called weapon was a portable umbrella; it was starting to rain.
 
   After a speedy trial, Boggs and the other two Crows were found not guilty.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Geoffrey asks the man he’s starting to think of as a father figure. 
 
   Jarrod’s eyes find his, and he’s surprised at the way they twinkle mirthfully. “Nothing,” he says. When Geoffrey frowns, he explains. “I just mean we’re not changing anything. Pop Con leaders come and go, but we will stay the course. We can’t forget that our mission is right and true. The world is counting on us to fix it.”
 
   Geoffrey smiles. He likes when Jarrod talks about fixing things. He knows it can include him if he wants it to. Jarrod said so, as long as Geoffrey is willing to help him. At first he wondered what he could possibly offer a man with so many resources at his fingertips, a man who seems to scare the President of the RUSA. Then he realized he has a lot to offer. He knows the streets of Saint Louis. He’s young and small and not particularly intimidating. His sister used to tell him he was smart and talented, too, and although he always got hot in the face and embarrassed when she’d say it in front of the other guys, he always knew it was true. 
 
   “So my mission is still in three days?” Geoffrey asks, a ball of fear and eagerness growing in his gut. 
 
   Jarrod nods. “If you want it to be.”
 
   “I can do it,” Geoffrey says. “I want to do it.”
 
   “But you don’t have to,” Jarrod says. “No one is forcing you.”
 
   “I know,” Geoffrey says. Don’t I? he wonders immediately after saying it. The way the great man beside him speaks of revolution and truth and rightness feels like a soundtrack to his sister’s death. The thought makes him angry. It makes him feel like there’s only one choice for him, and it involves the destruction of Pop Con, regardless of who is at its helm. He hates them all. So even if Jarrod says he has a choice, he knows he doesn’t. He has to do this.
 
   “Before you make up your mind, I have something to show you,” Jarrod says.
 
   “Okay,” Geoffrey says, turning his attention to a holo-screen on the wall that blazes to life. 
 
   “One of our Hawks managed to capture this video of someone else, like you, who took on a very important mission.”
 
   “A suicide mission,” Geoffrey whispers.
 
   Jarrod pats his hand. “We prefer to call them Victory Missions.”
 
   Victory Missions. Geoffrey likes the sound of that. 
 
   The video starts with a zoomed out shot of Saint Louis. Geoffrey immediately recognizes it as one of the production plants on the edge of the city. He and Luce had worked that area before, Picking hundreds of pockets but only taking what they needed from the LifeCards before destroying them. He hated that they never took more. He hated that everyone else always seemed to have more than them. 
 
   The camera moves closer, zeroing in on a bird’s-eye view of a man entering through a gate of one of the factories. He goes through a standard scanning device, and is waved onwards. The Hawk follows his progress until he reaches a door, which he opens, disappearing from view. 
 
   “He looks so confident,” Geoffrey says. “Wasn’t he scared?”
 
   “I’m sure he was,” Jarrod says, which isn’t the answer Geoffrey expected. He thought he’d say the man was brave, a patriot—just like he would need to be.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course,” Jarrod says. “I would’ve been scared. We’re all human, right?” Geoffrey nods uncertainly. “Keep watching.”
 
   He turns his attention back to the shot of the facility, which is eerily quiet, only the guards waiting at the gate. “Where are the other employees?” he asks.
 
   “Our guy went to work very early that day to minimize innocent casualties.”
 
   “Oh,” Geoffrey says. He feels lucky to be learning from someone so smart and good. 
 
   A few minutes later, Geoffrey is getting bored at staring at the same picture of a silent factory. “When—” His question is cut off as the screen blazes to life, the explosion surreal in its magnitude, vibrant orange and red tongues of fire licking at the remaining debris, massive puffs of smoke being coughed into the sky. 
 
   “It was a weapons and munitions factory. They were the primary supplier for Pop Con’s Hunter program. They were as much responsible for the deaths of innocents as those who actually pulled the triggers they’d produced.”
 
   Nearby, the guards lie motionless on the ground. Geoffrey stares at the image, his mouth open wide with awe. “Are they—”
 
   “Dead,” Jarrod says.
 
   “And the guy…”
 
   “He did his duty.”
 
   “Why couldn’t he place the bomb and then exit?” Geoffrey’s been wondering this for a while, but was too scared to ask. The more time he spends with Jarrod, the more he feels at ease.
 
   “Too suspicious,” Jarrod says. “And too risky. A lot can go wrong with remote-detonated incendiaries.” Geoffrey nods as if he fully understands, even if he doesn’t. He likes the way Jarrod treats him like an adult.
 
   Silence falls for a while, each of them watching the structure burn. 
 
   “Geoffrey…” Jarrod says.
 
   Geoffrey looks at him, setting his jaw to prevent it from shaking. He knows what’s coming next. “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you sure you still want to do this?”
 
   He doesn’t give himself a chance to think about it, answering immediately. “Yes. For my sister.”
 
   Jarrod nods. “She would’ve been proud. I’ll be proud.”
 
   Blinking furiously, Geoffrey manages to fight off the tears. He turns away, thanking the Lifer leader for his time. He exits into the halls of the facility that they’re using as their base of operations. 
 
   A shadow falls over him and he almost bumps into someone. “Whoa, little buddy,” Check says, grabbing his arm. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Where’ve you been?” 
 
   “Here and there,” Geoffrey says mysteriously. “Some of the other Lifer kids had some board games out.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Check says. “What games?”
 
   The question is innocent enough, but it sends a spike of fear through Geoffrey. Is Check just making conversation or does he suspect something? “You know, the usual,” Geoffrey says, willing his cheeks not to go red. 
 
   “Cool. Want to hang with me and the boys for a while? We’ve been training all morning, but we’re off duty now.”
 
   “Sure,” Geoffrey says, falling into step beside Check. “What are you training for?”
 
   “A super-secret mission,” Check says, winking one of his narrow eyes at him. After being treated like an adult by Jarrod, the gesture makes him angry. 
 
   “Fine. Don’t tell me,” Geoffrey says, crossing his arms over his chest. And he won’t tell Check about his mission. The real mission. The big mission.
 
   Check stops and puts a hand on Geoffrey’s shoulder. “Hey. Are you okay?”
 
   Geoffrey refuses to look at him. “I’m fine.”
 
   “You know, you can tell me anything,” he says. “You can trust me.”
 
   “I know that,” Geoffrey says, which is exactly why he can’t tell him about what he’s planning with Jarrod. There’s no doubt in his mind that Check would try to stop him. “But I’m fine.” He pushes as much fervor into his voice as possible. “Really.”
 
   “Good,” Check says. “You’re a tough kid. Tougher than I was when I was your age.”
 
   Although he doesn’t want to, Geoffrey feels a touch of warmth in his chest at the compliment, accepting it begrudgingly. It’s true. He is tough. He’s a survivor. He’s the master of his own destiny, as Jarrod told him. “Then you should be able to tell me about your super-secret mission,” he says, emphasizing the ‘super-secret’ part.
 
   Check laughs. “I guess you’ve trapped me. Look, I can’t tell you everything because it really is confidential, but I can say that something big is coming down the track.”
 
   Geoffrey knows exactly what’s coming, but he didn’t realize Check knew too. “What’s coming?”
 
   “Just…a major blow to Pop Con. That’s all I can tell you.”
 
   “And you’re involved?” Geoffrey says, unable to keep his voice from rising. If Check’s involved, he could screw everything up, stopping him from completing his mission at the last minute.
 
   “Not exactly,” Check says, and Geoffrey allows himself to breathe again. “We’re more of the cleanup crew. A whole lot of us will have to go in afterwards to restore order and make sure things get going in the right direction again.”
 
   Fix things, Geoffrey remembers Jarrod telling him. That’s the point of all of this. They’re going to rebuild the country the right way. The way that Luce and he and the others always dreamed about. The way it should’ve been rebuilt the first time. Although Geoffrey feels sad that he won’t be there to see it happen, he knows his role is the most important of all. 
 
   He won’t fail Jarrod. He won’t fail his sister.
 
   The thought pulls a smile to his lips as they enter the makeshift recreational room where other Lifers are playing cards, telling jokes, and watching the holos pinned to the walls. Rod greets them at the door. “Hola, Geoff. Como e’sta?” 
 
   “Moi bien, gracias,” he answers. “Where’s Gonzo?”
 
   Rod smirks. “Who knows? Chasing skirts, I guess. Or maybe he got lost.”
 
   “Sounds about right,” Check says, and they all have a good laugh at the expense of their ever-hopeless friend.
 
   For a single shard-like moment, Geoffrey almost feels like they’re back in their old hideout after a long day of Picking, shooting the breeze, and he’ll look up…and there will be Luce with her serious expression and the death stare that tells him he’d better take off his shoes before he comes all the way into the room. 
 
   When he looks up, the moment shatters like broken glass.
 
   All because of the enemy.
 
   All because of Pop Con.
 
   They stole his happy moments.
 
   He wishes the mission was today, but he knows they have to wait for the night when Pop Con will least expect the attack. The moment their enemy feels safe and secure, they’ll strike like a cobra.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Gonzo made a promise, one he intends to keep. 
 
   Benson asked for some time. Just a day. Gonzo thinks he can give at least that much, maybe more. It’s not necessarily that he doesn’t believe in what the Lifers are doing—because he does—it’s that he trusts Benson implicitly. And it’s just a day. Twenty-four hours. One-thousand-four-hundred-and-forty minutes. No big deal. If Benson isn’t able to follow through, the Lifers can still carry out their big mission to take down the Pop Con building.
 
   Of course, the weapons room is locked. Jarrod trusts his followers, but not enough to give them unrestricted access to explosives and automatic weapons. Locks are no problem for Gonzo, but they take time to trick, so instead he Picked the key from the pocket of the lead weapons tech when he “accidentally” bumped into him in the hall. The guy was clueless. He was more worried he’d injured Gonzo, who faked a bad fall even as he slipped his hand into his pocket. Just like the old days. Like taking candy from a bot.
 
   Now Gonzo—after glancing up and down the hallway a few times—takes that same key and twists it in the lock. The door clicks open and he pushes into a fevered darkness, easing the door closed behind him and relocking it. He flicks on a small flashlight and gets to work. 
 
   The gobs of gunk in his pockets are ABC gum. Ever since their meeting with Benson, he’s been chewing as much gum as he can get his hands on. Luckily, gum is one of the many small pleasures afforded to the rebels by the Lifer leader. Chew a cube thoroughly, shove it in a bag in his pocket. Repeat. After a few days of nonstop chewing, he thinks his teeth might fall out before he’s twenty, but he’s now got enough raw material to gum up the Lifer weapons. As he grabs the first gun from the rack on the wall, he laughs internally at his own groan-worthy joke.
 
   He stuffs a clump of the minty sticky stuff into the barrel of the first weapon, sure to leave a clear trail from the tip into the gun. He wants it to be noticed. He wants the weapon techs to realize their weapons cache has been tampered with. That way they’ll be forced to check and clean each and every weapon before using them, a monumental task that he hopes will buy Benson that one extra day he needs. 
 
   And then life will go on as normal for the Lifers. No harm, no foul, right?
 
   Gonzo replaces the first rifle and grabs the second, wondering how he’s gone from poor Mexican, to Jumper, to Picker, to Gummer over the course of his short life.
 
   Destino. Fate. 
 
   Perhaps it’s fate, or perhaps the world is just a weird place, one where predicting the next day is as difficult as predicting the weather. Either way, he’s determined to suck as much enjoyment out of life as he can, for he knows tomorrow isn’t guaranteed for anyone. Especially for an illegal on the RUSA Most Wanted List like him.
 
   Contemplating life’s little mysteries is slowing him down, so he grits his teeth and tries not to think of anything but his work as he picks up the third weapon, the barrel and stock cool against his hands, which are beginning to sweat. One at a time, he pats his palms dry on his pants before reaching in his pocket for more ABC gum.
 
   He jumps half out of his skin when the lights flash on, blazing with stark white illumination. He loses his grip on the gun, which clatters to the floor. When he turns, he’s staring at the blue tip of a stun gun, which is crackling with electric energy. 
 
   “Mierda,” Gonzo says.
 
   “Yes,” Jarrod agrees. “You’re in plenty of mierda.”
 
   Blue lightning streaks from the gun and Gonzo feels his entire body convulse before he falls to the ground and everything goes black. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   The voices fade in and out, like a malfunctioning speaker. Sometimes the words are so loud it’s like they’re being shoved into the Destroyer’s ears—“WE NEED TO SEDATE HIM!”—while other times it’s as if they’re whispered from a great distance, muffled and barely audible—“He’s pretty banged up, is there really anything we can do?”
 
   Periods of numbness, where he can’t seem to feel his arms or legs or anything, trade off with moments of excruciating pain, where he’s acutely aware of every single human cell left in his body, each of which feel as if they’re on fire. 
 
   “His robotics systems are half-fried,” one of the voices says. He’s numb now, and his hearing is relatively normal, save for a strange echo in his ears. 
 
   “I think I can repair most of the damage to his brain, although I might have to replace portions with polymer tubing. Are the latent systems repairable?”
 
   “I won’t be sure until I try. Why are we doing this again?”
 
   “As a favor to our mutual friend.”
 
   “I’m assuming you use ‘friend’ sarcastically?”
 
   “You assume right. For me, it’s better just to cooperate. He’s the most powerful man in the country.”
 
   “But you saw the video, right? This cyborg has more than a few screws loose, and I’m not just talking about physically. Who knows how much blood he’ll spill next? That will be on our hands.”
 
   “And yet, it’s better than the alternative, don’t you think?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   The words fade again and the Destroyer feels himself slipping away. The blackness turns to fuzz, like an interrupted signal on a holo-screen. He doesn’t feel like he’s anything anymore, almost as if he doesn’t exist. Not dead. Not alive. Not human. Not robot. None of the labels apply to him.
 
   The words come a moment before the pain: “Making initial incision.”
 
   ShockShockPainPainStabStabStabStab!
 
   The Destroyer feels his teeth chattering against each other so violently he’s afraid they might break to pieces. The voices are shouting now, something about the sedative being ineffective and strapping him down, but they are nothing but meaningless words compared to the intensity of the daggers in his head, radiating through him in agonizing waves. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When Destiny startles awake, she’s covered in a thin layer of snow that’s managed to leach through the strips of cardboard she used to shelter herself. She hadn’t planned to doze off, and in doing so greatly increased the chances of her being caught by a Crow or Hunter. Waking up on this particular white morning, she’s literally lucky to be alive.
 
   She knows she can’t make that mistake again, not if she’s going to carry out her mission to kill the Destroyer. 
 
   Peeking out from her makeshift shelter, she realizes what caused her to awaken. The manhole cover clanks back into place, muscled by one of the men she saw entering the Destroyer’s lair last night. What was he doing in there? And where is the other dude? Did he already leave, while she was sleeping?
 
   For her, the weirdest thing is that he looks like a normal guy. Mid-fifties, thinning gray hair, a thick mustache, glasses. Even his mannerisms and the way he walks and moves screams “intellectual!” Not a criminal. Not someone who would be in league with a bloodthirsty cyborg whose system has clearly been stuck on “MURDER” for far too long.
 
   An aut-car races past and pulls up to the curb, and the guy gets in, leaving no trace of him behind. 
 
   Destiny knows she has another choice to make. Go in now or continue her surveillance. If she goes in now, her element of surprise might be lost due to the fact that she faces two foes rather than one. But if she waits, she might miss her best opportunity. She’s already proven that maintaining surveillance is at least a two-person job—she needs to sleep, after all.
 
   As cold and hunger gnaws at her, she realizes there is a third choice: leave. Although she knows she could leave and get food and warm up and still come back, she’s afraid her nerve will be gone. She can’t let that happen, not when the lives of those she cares about might depend on the choices she makes here and now. 
 
   For now, she decides to suffer the elements, relocating to a more secure position behind a Dumpster, piling trash around her to mask her presence. While she watches the manhole cover from a distance, she nibbles on a cold, hard piece of bread and slurps down slushy snow that she melts in her mouth.
 
   The day is long and fruitless, the street deserted. The only vehicles that pass are Crow cars, their blue lights flashing. Something has happened, she realizes. This isn’t normal. The streets should be bustling with activity. A few times she catches eyes peeking from windows, the accompanying faces shrouded in shadow from curtains drawn tight. 
 
   The city has been locked down. No one is going to work. No one is out shopping. Everyone is holed up and waiting. For what?
 
   Just when the day begins to darken and her eyes start to burn with exhaustion and boredom, a man passes her Dumpster on foot. She immediately recognizes him—the man who left through the manhole cover earlier. He’s carrying two heavy-looking bags, one in each arm. His eyes dart to and fro suspiciously as he paces swiftly to the entrance to the Destroyer’s lair. 
 
   Although he’s reluctant to do so, he’s forced to place the bags on the ground in order to gain entrance to the underground prison. Once the cover is removed, Destiny hears a voice echo up from the depths, and the guy drops the bags into the hole. He follows after them, replacing the manhole cover behind him.
 
   Destiny is more puzzled than ever. Are they just homeless people who stumbled upon a relatively warm and protected space to squat in? That, of course, would mean that the Destroyer, after making the video of him defiling Corrigan Mars’s body, moved on, leaving his lair. However, based on the two guys’ clothing, she wouldn’t peg them as homeless, or even poor. 
 
   Another possibility hits her, zinging excited energy through her cold, aching bones. The Destroyer is injured, maybe badly. The more and more she considers the facts, the more it makes sense. Although he seemed battered in the holo-news video, he didn’t seem terribly injured. He even had the strength to saw through flesh, muscle, and bone to decapitate his old boss. But maybe he was just acting tough for the sake of his video, not wanting to look weak. 
 
   Maybe he’s actually far worse off from the injuries inflicted by her and Harrison. If so, the two guys could be trying to patch him back together. The bags the guy was carrying could be medical supplies. Even if the two guys didn’t have the look of criminals, that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t be willing to help out a psychopath in order to add a few thousand bucks to their LifeCards. 
 
   If that’s the case, now is the time for her to act, before the Destroyer is back on his feet. But if she’s wrong…
 
   She doesn’t think about the alternative, or she knows she’ll walk away. And she can’t walk away because then she’ll have no purpose left, and the darkness will pour in and surround her, taking her breath and squeezing her heart and…
 
   The smoke is in her mouth, choking her. The sightless eyes stare at her from their lifeless corpses. The coppery tang of blood is nauseating. She did this, she did this, her fault her fault her—
 
   Destiny gulps at the air, trying to breathe even though it feels as if a heavy weight is pressing down on her chest. She blinks furiously, willing the images away, pushing the horrible memories back into an impenetrable safe, which she locks with a key and a numerical code and a retinal scanner. 
 
   Her jaw locked, she fights off the tears that threaten to drown her, and she stands up, letting the brittle cardboard fall away around her feet. She ignores her stiff joints and her pounding heart and the blood rushing in her head. 
 
   And she focuses on her target: the manhole cover, her eyes lasering into it with every ounce of intensity she can muster. She walks straight for it, drawing her knife from her waistband with trembling fingers.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The new “safe” house is the polar opposite of the last one. Benson sits on a dusty old couch in a dusty old room in a dusty old residential neighborhood.
 
   Somewhere above him, Simon stomps around letting loose a string of imaginative curses. Of course, with each stomp, dust cascades from cracks in the ceiling, making Benson cough. 
 
   The news Minda told them when they arrived at the hideout has cast an awful pallor on Harrison’s heroic actions leading to their stunning victory and escape. 
 
   “The other cars didn’t make it to their destinations,” she’d told them, and at first the words didn’t make sense. Until they did, in an awful moment of realization and horror. They were dead. They were all dead. 
 
   Simon took it the hardest—is still taking it the hardest—because some of those people were the very ones who had saved his life, bringing him back from the brink and miraculously healing his grievous injuries. 
 
   Benson doesn’t feel much better about the whole thing. As he closes his eyes against the dust onslaught, he wonders how many more will have to die in order for them to carry out their mission. “How much sacrifice is too much to make a cause not worth the trouble?” he asks aloud, tasting dry dust on his lips.
 
   Harrison looks up from where his stare was previously locked on the floor. His arm is still around Janice, comforting her. She liked everyone in the Lab, and had quickly become a favorite amongst the rebels. She’s been crying for a while now, although it seems she may have fallen asleep, for which Benson is glad. “Are you really asking?” Harrison says.
 
   Benson shakes his head. “I didn’t mean to say it aloud.”
 
   “Do you want an answer?”
 
   “I already know the answer.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t.”
 
   Benson knows his brother is either lying or in denial, because more than anyone, Harrison seems to realize the value of sacrifice. So he doesn’t tell him what he already knows: There is NO sacrifice too great when you’re fighting for equality and human rights. 
 
   Finally, thankfully, Simon’s stomping ceases, and Benson can just make out a hushed conversation between him and Minda. She’s a good leader, smart enough to know that Simon will be crucial to their mission. If she can help him get his head straight, it could mean the difference between success and failure.
 
   Janice jerks awake with a small cry. “They killed him, they killed my boy!” she shouts, her eyes wide and white.
 
   Harrison squeezes her tighter and says, “Shhh. It’s okay. It was just a dream.” He’s so calm considering what they’ve been through, and Benson can’t help but admire him for it. Benson, on the other hand, feels wired awake, like he might never sleep again, like he could run a hundred laps around the block and not feel tired. 
 
   Janice says, “My son,” her eyes drifting closed. But then they flash open again, her gaze skirting the room until they find Benson. “I thought my dream was real and you were my dream.”
 
   “It wasn’t,” Benson says. “I’m not.”
 
   “Then you promise you won’t leave me again?”
 
   “Mom, I won’t,” Benson says. 
 
   “You always were a good boy. Both of you.”
 
   Harrison seems uncomfortable by the compliment, his toe tapping rapidly on the wooden floorboards. 
 
   Janice turns to Harrison and says, “You know, what that Simon fellow said isn’t true. You know that right?”
 
   Although Benson isn’t sure what she means, Harrison seems to get it immediately, letting out a throaty chuckle. “Are you sure about that, Mom?”
 
   She nods vehemently. “You’re not insane, Son. You’re as normal as they come.” With that, she rests her head back on his shoulder and closes her eyes. Barely a few seconds later she’s breathing deeply, fast asleep.
 
   Benson and Harrison look at each other, a thousand feelings passing between them in that single glance. “She’s right,” Benson says. “Although you do seem to analyze risks versus rewards a little differently than I do.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Harrison says, offering a sly smile. “When a crazy person calls you normal, perhaps it’s time to start questioning your sanity.”
 
   “Deep,” Benson says, chuckling. “But I thought no one was allowed to call Mom crazy.”
 
   “No one but us.”
 
   “Why are we different?”
 
   “Because Mom is ours. Because we don’t mean it.”
 
   “We don’t? You wouldn’t say she’s got a few marbles missing?”
 
   Harrison grins. “Missing, but not lost,” he says.
 
   Benson laughs, although as he does, something seems to break inside him. He can’t be laughing. Not when, not when…
 
   Thankfully, Minda chooses that moment to return, gracefully descending the stairs and silencing Benson’s mind. 
 
   “Is the big guy going to be okay?” Harrison asks.
 
   Minda nods. “He’ll be fine, although I worry for a few of the walls up there.” The flat, sad expression on her face doesn’t match the humor of her words. “What about you guys? I know it’s been a rough day.”
 
   “The roughest on a sandpaper life,” Benson agrees. 
 
   “Poetic,” Harrison comments.
 
   “And it’s exactly why we can’t give up now,” Minda says. There’s a strain in her voice he’s never heard before, reaching her eyes, forming creases in her forehead. She almost sounds desperate. “No one else can do what we can. We’re all that’s left, we have to stay strong, we have to push forward and do everything possible to—”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, hold up there,” Harrison says. “Do you think we’re going to back out now?”
 
   Her eyebrows go up and her eyes flick between the two brothers. “Aren’t you?”
 
   “Uhh, no,” Harrison says. Benson shakes his head.
 
   “Oh. I guess I’m used to rebellion being a hard message to sell.”
 
   “Not with us,” Harrison says. “Not anymore. Right, bro?”
 
   Benson’s eyes meet Harrison’s and he’s somewhat surprised at how comfortable it feels. Before, he could barely look at his brother’s face, much less look him in the eyes. “Right,” he says, feeling more confident in the affirmation than he expected to. 
 
   “Okay,” Minda says. “Good. We’ll lay low for a few days and then continue as planned.”
 
   “I can’t believe there’s not even a holo-screen in this dump,” Harrison says. “What are we supposed to do for three days? I mean, we could take turns arm wrestling the ape upstairs, but even that will get old after a while.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Minda says. “In the meantime, we can share my holo to keep up to date on what’s going on.” 
 
   She flops down onto a beanbag chair, a cloud of dust filling the air. She waves it away with a hand. 
 
   Benson stares at a grimy window, wondering how they got to this place. Something feels off about the random inspection and the fact that every single aut-car was pursued, all of them destroyed except for theirs, which also would’ve been if not for Harrison’s actions. “Someone tipped off Pop Con,” Benson says.
 
   In his peripheral vision, he sees Minda’s eyes narrow. “That doesn’t make sense. The assault on the Lab was too weak.”
 
   “Benson was shot. We were all nearly killed. That’s your definition of weak?” Harrison says.
 
   “Actually, yeah,” Minda says. “If they’d truly known we were there and the defenses we had, they’d have come in with a lot more firepower.”
 
   Benson shakes his head. “Although that makes sense, you’re wrong. That’s exactly why someone really smart, really tactical, would come in with only a small portion of their strength. A full-on assault might have failed in the Lab. And then where would Pop Con be? They’d be weakened, unable to mount an effective follow up attack.”
 
   Minda’s eyes grow big as realization hits her. “They wanted to flush us out,” she says.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And we drove right into their trap,” Harrison says.
 
   “Yeah,” Benson says. “They even knew our evacuation plan, that we’d take a number of aut-cars and scatter. They were ready for it. They had multiple units prepared to follow each and every one of us.”
 
   “And hunt us down like stray dogs in the street,” Harrison adds.
 
   “They executed the strategy perfectly,” Benson goes on. “Except for the fact that the one car they most wanted to destroy managed to get lucky and get away.”
 
   “Lucky?” Harrison says, smirking. “Check the video replay—there was no luck involved in what I did.”
 
   For some reason, his brother’s cocky attitude gives Benson comfort right when he needs it. If anyone can help Janice, it will be him. 
 
   Minda has already moved on to the next logical question: “Who the hell tipped them off? Only the inner consortium members knew exactly how an evacuation would work.”
 
   Harrison gives her a hard stare. “I guess you have your answer.”
 
   “No,” she says, shaking her head weakly.
 
   “Just saying,” Harrison says.
 
   Her holo-screen is out in an instant. For their benefit, she unlocks the privacy setting so the holo is visible from all sides. She enters the Agriculturist’s Forum:
 
    
 
   Private Forum for Agriculturists, by invite only:
 
   Password required: **********
 
   Password accepted, access granted.
 
    
 
   ShirleyTemple: Ping.
 
   ShirleyTemple: Ping. Is anyone there?
 
   SamAdams: Sorry, it was hard to find somewhere private to talk. Pop Con is a mad house. Charles Boggs wants heads to roll for whoever made their own Hawk drones shoot each other down. 
 
   ShirleyTemple: You have to get out. You’re compromised.
 
   SamAdams: I know that. I’m trying.
 
   ShirleyTemple: No. You don’t understand. It’s worse than that. One of us is a traitor.
 
   SamAdams: ? You mean one of us us?
 
   ShirleyTemple: Yes. It’s the only answer that makes sense.
 
   SamAdams: That’s a major accusation. We’ve been working together for years.
 
   ShirleyTemple: I know. But I can’t ignore the evidence.
 
   JoseCuervo: Just catching up. What the HELL are you saying, ShirleyTemple?
 
   ShirleyTemple: ….
 
   JoseCuervo: You think it’s me? I’m the one who started this!
 
   ShirleyTemple: I don’t know what to think. I only know that the key would’ve been destroyed if not for SamAdams, so it can’t be him. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Well it’s not me. In fact, I don’t think it’s any of us. I have to believe it’s not.
 
   SamAdams: Hey, where’s BloodyMary?
 
   ShirleyTemple: ….
 
   JoseCuervo: She’s sometimes late…
 
   SamAdams: Not lately. And not this late. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Oh no.
 
    
 
   “What is BloodyMary’s role?” Benson asks, squinting to try to remember everything Minda’s told him about the inner consortium leadership. 
 
   Minda’s eyes are glued to JoseCuervo’s last post, her face ashen. Her response comes out in monotone, almost like a computer, with no human emotion attached to it. “She holds a mid-range government position, gaining her access to both the Saint Louis Mayor and the president’s offices.”
 
   “Do you trust her?” The question comes from Harrison.
 
   “Yes, of course. I mean, why wouldn’t I? She’s been with us from the beginning. We wouldn’t have made it this far without the top-secret information she’s been able to provide. She could’ve shut us down any time along the way. If it was her, why would she betray us now?”
 
   “Maybe she had a change of heart, or got cold feet?” Harrison suggests. Benson’s mind is sifting through the information, trying to make sense of it. Minda’s right that the facts don’t add up to the conclusion they seem to be reaching. His attention goes back to the holo as more words fill the air:
 
    
 
   JoseCuervo: I’m going to give her the benefit of the doubt. I’m not saying it wasn’t her, but we don’t know the circumstances. They could have tortured it out of her.
 
   SamAdams: Regardless, we have to abandon this forum. We don’t know who might be watching it now. 
 
   JoseCuervo: YOU have to get out NOW. 
 
   SamAdams: I know. I’ll try. 
 
   JoseCuervo: Good luck.
 
   SamAdams: Thanks. Hope to see you on the other side.
 
   JoseCuervo: Wait. Before we sign off, I have an update on the JD video situation.
 
   SamAdams: You know why it still hasn’t gone out?
 
   ShirleyTemple has logged off. 
 
    
 
   “Why’d you do that?” Harrison demands. Janice stirs under his arm, and he manages to pull himself free of her to stand up.
 
   “It’s too risky to stay in that forum any longer. If someone’s watching, they might be able to determine our location.” Although her reasoning is hard to argue with, Benson agrees that it’s strange that she’d log off without even telling the other two why she was doing it. And the acronym used—JD—seems so familiar. 
 
   “What were they talking about when you left?” Benson asks. “What’s the JD video?”
 
   “Nothing to concern yourself with,” Minda says quickly. 
 
   Which, of course, only concerns Benson more. “You don’t trust us? I know you feel betrayed by someone, maybe this BloodyMary woman, but we’re on the Most Wanted List. I’d think you’d trust us enough not to keep any secrets.”
 
   “I do trust you,” Minda says. “I’m trying to protect you.”
 
   Benson’s brain manages to grab hold of a memory. Of another time he got to watch the Agriculturist’s Forum meet. When he found out his father was once the fifth member. He remembers his screen name. “JackDaniels,” he breathes.
 
   “I agree,” Harrison says. “Now’s the perfect time for a drink.”
 
   But he ignores his brother, his stare boring into Minda, who won’t look at him, studying her hands. “JD is JackDaniels, isn’t he?” Minda shakes her head, but he knows it’s not a rebuttal.
 
   “Oh crap,” Harrison says, remembering the connection now too. “Why are you talking about our father? What does he have to do with anything anymore?”
 
   “Minda,” Benson says sharply, and her eyes finally shoot up to meet his. “What video?”
 
   And then she tells him. She tells him and he goes upstairs to join Simon.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Are you an ambitious teenager with dreams of serving your country?
 
   For the first time, the minimum age for service applications
 
   into the RUSA military has been lowered to 15 years old. 
 
   The government trusts our teenagers with the defense of our great country, 
 
   and WE WANT YOU!
 
   Speak ‘Join the fight’ into your holo-screen today.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Reorganized United States of America military. Compensation to be provided to service members and their families at standard rates, including medical care for injuries suffered during training or combat. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Geoffrey hasn’t seen Jarrod in a whole day. Every time he goes looking for him he’s told he’s unavailable. Truth be told, he’s getting a little bored sitting around doing nothing with Check and Rod; he was getting used to the meaningful time he spent with the Lifer leader.
 
   “I’m starting to worry about Gonz,” Check says, dealing a new hand of cards. 
 
   Geoffrey glances at his cards, which suck bots, and immediately folds.
 
   “Trust me, don’t worry,” Rod says. “I’ve known him a long time. He’s probably just shacked up with some Lifer chica.” He bets one food pill, which Check immediately matches. 
 
   “Wouldn’t he at least check in?”
 
   “Not if he’s busy.” Rod waggles his eyebrows. Geoffrey’s old enough to understand the innuendo, and it warms his cheeks. 
 
   “Just show ’em,” Check says, displaying his own extremely strong hand. Rod gawks and Check raises his hand in victory. 
 
   “Una momento amigo,” Rod says. “Not so fast.” His expression smug, he lays down his own winning hand. 
 
   “Damn, your Mexican luck is really starting to piss me off.”
 
   Laughing as Check punches Rod in the arm, Geoffrey notices a few of the other Lifers crowding around the giant holo-screen. As silence falls, the darkly beautiful reporter’s voice seems to strengthen. 
 
   “We can now confirm that at least one member of the RUSA Most Wanted List has been caught and terminated. According to Charles Boggs, the interim Head of Population Control, he hopes it will be the first in a string of terminations to take place in the coming weeks. However, he also urged the general public to continue to obey curfew and the mandated lockdown rules so that he and his people can do their jobs.”
 
   The shot pans away from the reporter, focusing on an area cordoned off with Crow tape and swarming with members of law enforcement. Geoffrey catches a glimpse of Chief Charles Boggs himself, speaking to two of his black-garbed Hunters. The camera continues to move, the image becoming blurry before clarifying on a motionless lump lying on the street. A medical examiner is working to cover the body with a dark sheet, but the camera manages to get a close up of the corpse’s face just before he can finish.
 
   Geoffrey’s heart stops, Check whispers, “Oh God,” and Rod says, “Dios mio, mi amigo.”
 
   The face was that of Gonzo, a trickle of blood curling from the corner of his lips.
 
   The reporter’s voice continues to drone on in the background, but Geoffrey doesn’t hear her talk about Gonzo Garcia, number nine on the Most Wanted List, because he’s watching Rod topple from his chair, his wails choked off by sobs; he’s watching Check drop to his knees to hug Rod, to join his mournful cries; he’s watching as pandemonium rumbles through the rec room as the rest of the Lifers realize that they’ve just lost one of their own. 
 
   But Geoffrey doesn’t cry, or fall to the floor, or hug his friends. Inside, he seethes with fury, a raging inferno that licks his heart, boiling his blood. It doesn’t matter who is leading Pop Con, the result is the same. His friends, his family, everyone he loves and cares about dies. 
 
   He rises from his chair and marches off to demand an audience with Jarrod. This can’t happen again.
 
   No.
 
   No more.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The bombed-out remains of Benson’s life seem to be crumbling around him. First the news that his father might be alive, and then the report on Gonzo’s murder? 
 
   Ducking and covering seems like the only option left for them. No one is safe. Everyone he touches will die. Everyone he knows will cease to exist. 
 
   And yet, he won’t stop now. He won’t be the turtle who pulls his head in his shell to ride out the attack. He will walk the very path that Michael Kelly paved for him. Michael Kelly who might not be dead. Michael Kelly who is supposedly alive on a video sent to the Saint Louis Times, but is yet to reach the public. 
 
   At least he feels he can make sense of the Destroyer’s motives. If his father is really alive, then it’s not surprising that the cyborg would use him as bait to get to him and Harrison. The only question is why he hasn’t dangled the worm yet. 
 
   Something about Gonzo’s death, on the other hand, doesn’t feel right. Benson uses his shirt to wipe the lone tear from his face, and begins to distract himself with his latest puzzle. Why would Gonzo have been away from Rod, Check, and Geoffrey? Where were they when he was gunned down in the street? And how could he have been caught so easily? It doesn’t add up. The official report was that Gonzo Garcia stole something from a grocer and made a run for it. A sharp-eyed Crow realized what was happening and who he was and shot first, asked questions later. Terminated—no, murdered—his friend in cold blood. 
 
   Benson remembers the last thing Gonzo said to him before they parted ways the last time. I’ll do whatever I can to give you extra time…
 
   He thought the Jumper meant reasoning with Jarrod, trying to convince him of another course or to delay his current plans, but what if Gonzo took a more extreme approach? What if he did something drastic, something that caused Jarrod to punish him in the ultimate way? He knows it’s possible. Jarrod is not a man to be underestimated or trifled with. Jarrod tried to have him killed once, after all, just to make him a martyr for his so-called cause. 
 
   It’s like the Lifer leader and Benson are on the same side, but on completely different planets, in completely different universes. Opposite approaches to the same problem.
 
   Although the tears continue to prick behind his eyes, he doesn’t have time for mourning his friend’s death, not when he has three other friends still trapped within the Lifer organization. He doesn’t know if they had any idea of what Gonzo was doing or if they participated in it. Regardless, he has to find a way to get them a message, to warn them of the snake in the house. 
 
   And he only knows one person who might be able to help him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “What are you going to do?” Minda asks him.
 
   Harrison shrugs. “First I have to talk to Benson about it. This is a decision we have to make together.” He eyes his mother, who’s been sleeping for hours, oblivious to the shocking news about her husband. “Janice too. She should have a say. It’s her husband, for bot’s sake.”
 
   “But if it was just up to you, what would you do?”
 
   Harrison grits his teeth, thinking that perhaps Benson’s isolationist strategy is a good idea right about now. “It doesn’t matter what I would do.”
 
   “It does to me.”
 
   Harrison feels a stroke of anger course through him. “Oh, now you care? But not when you were keeping the secret, right? Not when you were holding the information hostage, like some kind of rumor-terrorist.” Harrison immediately regrets his word choice, especially when he sees the way Minda’s face falls. She’s not a terrorist of any kind and she really was only trying to protect them, even if she went about it the wrong way.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’ll leave you to—”
 
   Harrison bites his tongue. “No. Stay. I’m—I’m sorry too. I’m just frustrated right now. With pretty much everything. Not just you.”
 
   “Oh, good. Glad it’s not just me.”
 
   Harrison forces his lips to smile, though the rest of his face remains flat. “Things are just a little crazy. One of my brother’s best friends is dead, and Benson’s already been pushed to the emotional brink. I don’t know how much more he can take. I didn’t know Gonzo that well, and we had our share of fights, but in the end I think he was a pretty good guy. I think we could’ve become friends. 
 
   “And then there’s a chance that my dad’s alive and I might know exactly where he’s being held? Botlickers, I was just starting to accept his death and come around to the fact that he might not be the total monster I’d built him up to be in my mind. Now it’s like I’m right back at square one. Or maybe zero. Yeah, more like zero, like I don’t have a freaking clue about anything.” 
 
   Minda seems to listen to every word, nodding at the right places. Understanding. She’s a good listener, Harrison realizes, now that he’s let her be.
 
   “We can try to rescue your father,” Minda says. “The mission can wait.”
 
   It’s like a door has opened. All Harrison has to do is get up and walk through it. He looks away, finding a spot on the wall. “I hated my father for so long. I loved him so desperately that it turned to hate when he never showed any real interest in me. The thing is, I never really tried to understand his motivations for working so hard, for never being around. I was selfish. He was my dad, he was supposed to pay attention to me without me having to ask him to. The bleachers could be overflowing at my hoverball games, and yet they always seemed empty without him. I put on a happy face for my friends, maybe for myself too, but I was never really happy. Now, despite everything that’s happened, I’m happier than I was when I was safe and living in my father’s nice, empty house. I have family. I have friends…” He trails off, the spot on the wall seeming to grow bigger before his very eyes.
 
   “And now you’re afraid that if your father is really alive and you rescue him, that it will go back to how it was before, when you were so unhappy,” Minda says. 
 
   Harrison’s head snaps around and his eyes meet hers. “Yeah. That’s exactly how I feel. But that’s ridiculous, right? I mean, he’s not who I thought he was. It won’t go back to that, will it?”
 
   Benson’s voice cuts into the conversation. “We should tell Mom,” he says, sitting on the bottom step. Harrison was so caught up in his conversation with Minda, he didn’t even hear his brother come down. 
 
   “Bense, I’m sorry about Gonzo. We’ll make Pop Con pay. Somehow.”
 
   Benson shakes his head. “There’s a lot of blood on Pop Con’s hands, but not Gonzo’s,” he says.
 
   Harrison frowns. “Did you see the same report that I did? They shot him in the streets. There were witnesses. There’s no doubt who killed him.”
 
   Benson tells them about what Gonzo said to him, about how he’d try to buy them some time. As he relays the story, Harrison’s frown deepens. “You think Jarrod turned Gonzo over to the Hunters?”
 
   “If he was caught doing something to sabotage them? Bots yeah he would. Jarrod won’t let anything stop him from reaching his goals. He’s killed civilians. He tried to have me and Mom killed just to garner support against the government. He did this. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   Harrison looks at Minda, who only shrugs. “It’s possible. I knew Jarrod for quite a while longer than you guys, and everything that Benson is saying fits.”
 
   “He’s a murderer,” Harrison says.
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know,” Benson says.
 
   Just then, Janice stirs, stretching as her eyes flutter open. Her lips quirk up at the edges before slowly broadening into an enormous smile. Harrison wants so badly to smile back, but his mouth won’t move. Can’t move. “Mom,” he says. “There’s something we have to tell you.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly has screamed his lungs out, but it’s as if he doesn’t exist. The murmured voices on the other side of the door ignore him. They are either indifferent to his plight, or staunch allies of his enemy. 
 
   The strangest thing, however, is that he hasn’t had a visit from the cyborg in what seems like days. He knows he was supposed to be the bait—his video would’ve been streamed on millions of holos across the country for days on end—but if Benson or Harrison came to rescue him and were killed, surely the Destroyer would’ve killed him by now, too, his usefulness expired.
 
   Stay away boys, he thinks. But no, it wasn’t only a thought. The whispered words slid through his cracked lips, coming out ragged and shredded, spoken with such fervor he knows it was closer to a prayer than a hope. Michael’s never been a religious man, but now he finds himself wishing he was. At least then he’d have something to hold on to, to give him faith. Instead he feels only empty, and not only because he hasn’t eaten anything in days. 
 
   His biggest regret in a long line of mistakes was making his wife memorize the codes, telling her she was the key. At the time he thought he was being prudent, trusting only the most trustworthy of souls. Plus he never thought he wouldn’t be around to complete the mission. He was so stupid, he realizes now. More than that he was thoughtless and reckless, bringing a broken woman, a woman he’s supposed to love, into his dangerous plans. 
 
   Surely the consortium will find another way, he tells himself. They’ve proven themselves resourceful many times, and he trusts the inner leadership implicitly. They’d leave Janice out of their plans, wouldn’t they? Not their plans, he reminds himself. My plans. And no, he knows they won’t have an alternative solution, because he didn’t give them one. He backed them into a corner, and now they’ll fight their way out of it using any means necessary. Including his wife. Including his kids. 
 
   He screams, fighting fruitlessly against his bindings, which cut deeply into his raw skin, drawing blood, painting hot streams down his flesh. 
 
   When he hears the voices coming closer, he stops straining, listening in the dark.
 
   “We can’t just leave him in there,” a high-pitched male voice says.
 
   “Do you have a death wish? If that…thing…in there wakes up and finds his prisoner gone, he’ll hunt us down and kill us.” A different voice this time, deeper, speaking slowly and methodically. An educated man, Michael guesses. 
 
   “Not if we kill him before he wakes up,” the high voice says. “He’ll be helpless for hours still, until the drugs wear off and the system reboot completes.”
 
   “Are you mad? Our orders came from the highest levels. We were to do what we could for him, and leave. That’s it.”
 
   “We could tell them there was nothing we could do. That he was already dead.”
 
   “I can’t listen to this anymore. I’m leaving. And I’ll be reporting that when I left the patient was recovering nicely but that you were still here. Anything that happens from here on out is on you.”
 
   “Wait. Just wait. Okay. I’m sorry. I’m just a little tense. This is too much.”
 
   A loud sigh. “I know. For me, too. But we have to be smart and keep being smart.”
 
   “You’re right. I know you’re right.”
 
   “Let’s go. Our work here is done.”
 
   Michael’s about to start screaming again, making as much noise as possible to hopefully change their minds, but the other guy speaks first:
 
   “We should at least give the prisoner some water. Maybe some food. If he dies before the patient wakes up, there will be hell to pay.”
 
   There’s a moment of silence as the deep-voiced guy thinks it over. “Okay. But he doesn’t see our faces. Use those bags you brought in earlier.”
 
   Michael’s heart beating furiously, he waits, listening as there’s rustling behind the door. The sound of cutting. The groan of the unoiled door opening. Hollow light filling the entrance to his prison. Two shadows stepping in, their heads the shape of square blocks. Their flashlights blind him, and he slams his eyes shut. 
 
   “Sorry,” one mutters.
 
   “Don’t speak,” the other chastises him. 
 
   Michael feels the light move away and he eases his eyes open to blessed darkness. He can barely make out the men with the bags over their heads. Through the cut-out holes, their eyes look wide and fearful as they take in his battered and bloodied body. “Please,” he croaks. “You don’t have to do this. Whatever trouble you’re in, I can help if you get me out.”
 
   “You can’t help us,” the one with the high voice says. 
 
   “Shut up,” the other one hisses. “Drink.” He tips a bottle to Michael’s lips.
 
   Michael slams his mouth closed, twisting away, and some of the water spills in his lap.
 
   “Dammit! This is crazy,” the guy mutters.
 
   “You have to drink or you’ll die of dehydration,” the first guy says, and this time his partner doesn’t reprimand him for speaking. “Surely you can feel it. The thirst, the fatigue, like your body is shutting down. You won’t last much longer.”
 
   “What, are you a doctor or something?” Michael says, barely opening his lips. He tries to moisten them to prove the guy wrong, but his tongue is like sandpaper. 
 
   Silence. He guessed it. “So we’ve got a doctor and someone else,” he says. “Let me guess—a robotics specialist?”
 
   “Screw this,” the second guy says. “Let him die for all I care.”
 
   “Fine, but give me the water,” the other guy says. 
 
   Grudgingly, he hands over the bottle, and then leaves, his footsteps echoing away. 
 
   “Drink,” the guy says, the word sounding more like a plea than a command.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I know who you are,” the guy says. He cocks his head slightly when the sound of feet on metal resound through the hall. 
 
   Michael Kelly says nothing, wondering whether the revelation will help his cause, or hurt it. 
 
   “You’re supposed to be dead.” Metal shrieks somewhere in the distance. 
 
   “Then let me die.” He doesn’t really mean it, but thinks his hopelessness could play on this man’s apparent compassion. 
 
   “I can’t do that. Not in good conscience.”
 
   “Then let me go.”
 
   “I can’t do that either.”
 
   “Yes. You can,” Michael says. “All you have to do is loosen these straps and leave the door ajar. Just give me a fighting chance. You can walk out of here, and if I’m strong enough, maybe I manage to escape on my own. Whoever’s pulling your strings won’t even know you had anything to do with it.”
 
   The man is silent for a moment, and Michael hopes that means he’s considering the logic of the plan. “He’ll know,” he finally says.
 
   “Who?” Michael asks.
 
   “Trust me, you don’t want to know. Let’s just say the Destroyer has at least one friend in a high place.”
 
   “Just my luck.”
 
   Surprisingly, the guy chuckles. “Just both our luck,” he says. “I can’t let you go, but I can sustain you for a while. Who knows? You might get lucky. Drink. Eat.”
 
   As tired and injured and thirsty and hungry as he is, Michael is still a survivalist. He won’t slip silently into the night. Not without a fight. This time, when the guy presses the bottle to his lips, he parts them and lets the liquid flow into his parched mouth. He drinks slowly, afraid of vomiting it back up if he’s too greedy. He drinks half the bottle, takes a break, and then finishes it off. Next the guy gives him two food pills to crunch, followed by an actual energy bar. The latter is far more satisfying than the pills, and Michael finds himself enjoying the meager meal. 
 
   When he’s finished, the guy says, “I’m sorry,” and turns to leave. 
 
   “Wait,” Michael says. 
 
   The guy stops, but doesn’t turn back around to look at him. “You can’t change my mind.” There’s more shrieking metal, but neither of them seem to notice. They’re nothing more than meaningless sounds.
 
   “I won’t try,” Michael says. “I just wanted to say thank you. You didn’t have to do this.”
 
   Now the guy does turn, and his eyes settle on Michael’s. “I hope your end is quick and painless,” he says. 
 
   Michael’s about to respond when he sees a dark shadow appear behind the guy. Something metallic glints in the dark. 
 
   “Watch out!” he cries as the blade arcs down. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   On her first attempt, Destiny chickened out. She made it all the way to the manhole cover. She even bent down and touched the cold metal with her fingertips, her heart beating like machine gun fire. 
 
   And then she stood up straight and walked quickly away, back to her position behind the Dumpster. 
 
   Biting back tears, she stared at the empty street for hours, barely registering the occasional Crow car racing by, patrolling the streets. She was ashamed of her weakness, of her fear. Of her desire to live.
 
   What right did she have to fear for her own life? After the deaths she’d caused, her life was nothing. Her life was worth risking if it meant the possibility of eliminating the Destroyer.
 
   And yet…she couldn’t get her feet to move, as if they were pinned in place behind that Dumpster. She barely felt the cold, such was the heat of her shame. She barely felt the aching of her bones, such was the numbness of her regret. The day passed, and so did her fear, fading into the black of night, which seemed to call to her with ghostly wails, as if the blood of those she outlived were begging for her help in carrying out vengeance. As if she was the only one who could bring them sufficient peace to cross over to the next world. 
 
   But no, it was only the icy wind whistling between the buildings, no more supernatural than the trash piled around her. 
 
   She cried for what seemed like hours, her hot exhalations swarming into the air in ghoulish clouds, until her eyes betrayed her and closed, thrusting her into a fitful sleep. 
 
   The sound of metal grinding on stone finally wakes her up to a new day, drenched in white fluffy snow. Her eyes scrape open, locking in on the form emerging from the Destroyer’s lair. He’s carrying a bag, but it appears to be empty, its sides slack. He’s one of the men she saw before. He pauses, staring into the gloom for a few moments, before shaking his head and sliding the metal disk back into place. Destiny watches as he hurries down the street and away, not once looking back. 
 
   She’s not scared anymore. Regardless of her own self-loathing, regardless of her own fear of dying, regardless of the horrors of the past or the mysteries of the present or the uncertainty of the future, she knows she’s here for a reason. That reason does not including cowering in the shadows or crying her eyes out, although they may have been a necessary catalyst to what she knows she’s going to do now. Maybe she doesn’t need a purpose to live, or maybe she does and this is it. None of that matters at this particular moment. 
 
   Only standing up matters. And she does, as soon as the man is out of sight. 
 
   Only taking one step at a time matters. And she does, leaving footprints in the snowy alleyway before reaching the wet, heated street. She shivers, and this time it’s from the cold, not the paralyzing fear that tries to worm its way into her bones. No, fear is no longer her master, and never will be again. 
 
   When she reaches the manhole cover, she steels herself once more, refusing to back down. She grabs the handle and pulls, straining against the weight, which seems heavier than a sack of bricks. Her muscles are cold and numb and weak, and for a moment she thinks she won’t have the strength, but then the metal budges, pulling loose of its fitting. She drags it to the side, cringing when it shrieks, as if announcing her entrance. She knew stealth would be impossible, but she can’t let it stop her. If the Destroyer is injured, it might not matter. She has to hope he is.
 
   Carefully, quietly, she descends into the gloom, her return to this place feeling like a waking nightmare. She doesn’t bother to replace the manhole cover. If she does make it out alive, she’ll likely be in a hurry, and she doesn’t know if she’ll have the strength to lift it again. 
 
   To mask her approach and avoid the clamor of taking the ladder, she activates her hoverskates, letting them gradually float her to the ground. She hears voices, but they’re distant and muffled. The other guy and the Destroyer? Her hopes of finding the cyborg unconscious disappear, but still she pushes on, sliding noiselessly down the set of steps, her feet hovering inches off the stone. 
 
   The voices clarify, but the words they speak don’t seem to carry any meaning as she stalks closer. Remembering the knife in her waistband, she draws it, ignoring the trembling in her fingers as she grips the cold handle. 
 
   Lights flash from a doorway to the right, and she remembers seeing the dark, sealed door when she and Harrison fled from the Destroyer. It’s ajar now, a conversation spilling out into the hall. She sees a shadowy form standing over a prisoner strapped to a chair. A prisoner like she had been. Like Harrison. 
 
   It doesn’t matter who it is, only that this person needs her help. Perhaps this is her purpose, the reason she’s been spared up until this moment. 
 
   In a rush, she flies forward, raising the knife.
 
   The prisoner screams a warning, which doesn’t make sense—why would the prisoner be warning his captor?—but she has too much to lose, is too determined to strike. She thrusts the blade downward with all her strength, aiming for her target’s exposed neck. But the warning was effective and he twists away, crying out, her knife sinking sickeningly into his shoulder, stopping halfway to its handle as it meets thick, impenetrable bone. He screams and falls to the side, dropping a flashlight, which skitters away, its glow bouncing several times before settling with dead aim on the prisoner. Destiny’s momentum carries her on top of her victim, pinning him to the ground. He writhes beneath her, not really fighting her, but reacting to the pain of her attack, screaming like a banshee. 
 
   She rolls away, weaponless, raising her fists. But the guy, who’s clearly not a cyborg, just continues to groan, curling into the fetal position. Her gaze settles on the prisoner, her eyes widening in shock, her mouth falling open.
 
   “You’re—you’re—”
 
   “Michael Kelly,” Michael Kelly says. “But the bigger question is who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m—”
 
   “Screwed,” another voice says, and Destiny whirls around to find a gun pointed at her chest. The face behind it is the same one as the guy who she thought had left a few minutes earlier. “Your hands,” he says, and the comment is so strange that she finds herself looking at her hands, as if she’ll find them missing fingers. “Uh, show me your hands,” the guy says. Destiny holds them out awkwardly, trying to figure out what he means. That’s when she notices the way his own hand is trembling, the gun shaking in the air. “I mean, hands where I can see them. Don’t, uh, don’t move. Freeze.” This guy is no killer, Destiny realizes. He’s trying to remember what someone with a gun is supposed to say in a situation like this. He’s not trained—is just winging it. 
 
   “She’s just a kid,” Michael Kelly says, his voice surprisingly strong considering the state of his face. Destiny still can’t believe he’s here, that he’s alive. Oh bots…Harrison! He doesn’t know. Benson either. And Janice, oh gosh—sweet, nutty Janice. Her husband is alive. Actually, truly, impossibly alive. 
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” the guy says, his voice strengthening slightly. “But I will if I have to.”
 
   “Oh god, my arm!” the guy on the ground cries. “She stabbed me in the arm.”
 
   “Stay cool,” the guy with the gun says. 
 
   “We’re all cool,” Michael says. “You’re in charge, but you don’t have to hurt anyone.”
 
   “I know that!” the guy snaps. His arm wavers even more, and Destiny can’t help but flinch each time the barrel flutters up toward her face. 
 
   “Please,” she says. “I was just looking for shelter. I was scared and I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” It’s easier than she expects to get her bottom lip to quiver, adding the perfect touch to her act. 
 
   “She attacked me from behind!” the guy on the floor growls. 
 
   “Because she was scared,” Michael says. “Just let her go, and she won’t come back. Right…”
 
   “Destiny,” she says. “But I’m not leaving.” Even as the words slip from her lips, she’s amazed that she’s speaking them. Despite the gun pointed at her and the shock of seeing Michael Kelly alive, she feels strength flowing through her limbs, the rush of adrenaline driving her to action.
 
   In one seamless motion, she powers down her hoverskates, letting them dip to the floor, and she pushes off like a sprinter leaving the blocks. Lowering her head, she barrels forward, hearing a raucous gunshot explode so close to her ears it’s deafening. But she doesn’t feel any pain as she collides with the guy, tackling him around the waist, driving him back. She powers on her skates and they propel her up and forwards. The man is screaming and beating on her back with his gun, but there’s little force behind his blows. With a cringe-worthy thud, she smashes him into the far wall, his head cracking off the stone. Breathing heavily, she stops, letting his body slump to the floor, his gun clattering a moment later. 
 
   Her entire body tenses as she stares, horrified, at the stranger’s motionless form and the spreading pool of crimson beneath him. 
 
   She doesn’t have to check his pulse to know:
 
   He’s dead.
 
   And she killed him.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Although Janice’s sons are saying there’s only a chance their dad might still be alive, she knows it’s a certainty. After all, she never felt his supposed death deep in her chest like she expected to. If he was really dead, she would feel it. She knows it.
 
   “What are you thinking, Mom?” Harrison asks her. She realizes that he’s asked the question twice already, and she keeps forgetting to answer, lost in her thoughts. All eyes in the room are on her, and it makes her giggle.
 
   “Like I’m the star of my own holo-show,” she says. 
 
   “I mean about Dad,” Harrison clarifies. He takes her hand, kneeling beside the couch. He’s so gentle with her, like he’s afraid her body will shatter the same way her mind has. Benson seems like he wants to come over too, his foot frozen in mid-step but never falling. 
 
   “Come here, Son,” she says to him. Tentatively, he pads over, kneeling beside his brother. 
 
   “Tell us what you want,” Benson says. “This is your decision.”
 
   She smiles, because she can see her husband in both of her boys, even though they’re wearing someone else’s eyes and hair. Harrison, with his sincerity and impulsiveness. Benson, with his compassion and logical thinking. A part of her is in each of them, too, even if she forgets which part. 
 
   “I want my family back together like little mice,” she says. Harrison opens his mouth to speak, and she can guess what he’ll say, but she cuts him off. “But not yet. Not like this. Never again like this.”
 
   Harrison frowns and Benson leans in. “Like what?” Benson asks.
 
   She pops up a finger for each word she speaks. “Running, sad, scared,” she says. “Hunted, hated, illegal.” She said six words but only five fingers are up because she needs her other hand for the sixth and Harrison is still holding it. She squirms her fingers out of his grasp and raises the sixth finger. “Better,” she says.
 
   “But if we get Dad,” Benson says, “then you won’t have to be the key anymore. He can do it. He can save us all.”
 
   “He’s already saved us,” she says, and the way Benson’s eyes go all misty, he knows it, too. “Now we have to save him, but not until we save ourselves.”
 
   Harrison nods. “She’s right, Bense,” he says. “We’ll be walking into a trap. We could die and then that freak will just kill Dad, too.”
 
   Benson looks away from Janice and it almost feels as if half of the sun has burned out. She doesn’t want a life with only one son. She tried that and it didn’t work. A half-life was no way for her to live. “Listen to your brother,” she says to him. “I know he looks like he’s all muscles, but he’s got plenty of brains too.”
 
   “I know he does,” Benson says. “Okay. We’ll save Dad after we’ve completed the mission. But we have to go and get Check and the others now. Jarrod will turn them over to the authorities if they even look at him wrong.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Minda says, finally joining the conversation. Janice had forgotten she was here.
 
   “It’s nonnegotiable,” Benson says. “I won’t lose another friend.” Janice is proud of her son for being stronger than she’s ever seen him. His jaw is stuck out and clenched the way Harrison’s normally is.
 
   Minda says, “Be rational. We’re stretched too thin as it is. They wiped us out.”
 
   “Yeah, because of the mole in your inner circle,” Harrison reminds her.
 
   “I know,” Minda says. “That’s exactly my point. If we’re going to do anything, we need to find BloodyMary and make sure she doesn’t screw up anything else. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s just us.”
 
   “And me,” a deep French-accented voice booms. Simon’s heavy footfalls reverberate down the steps. 
 
   Janice almost wants to clap, but she doesn’t want to interrupt things so she just places her palms together and says, “Clap.” Harrison clasps her hands in his, but he still isn’t smiling.
 
   “Welcome back,” Minda says. “But there’s still not enough of us to tackle all of this with only two days before the real mission. Simon and I will go after BloodyMary. The Kellys have to stay here. Stay safe.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as safe,” Benson says. 
 
   “He’s right, you know,” Simon says. “We’re no safer here than we are out there.” He motions to the door. “We don’t know the extent of the spy’s treachery. For all we know, she’s already determined our location and is telling them right now. We’re better off on the move. And anyway, if we can’t save our friends, then what’s the point?”
 
   Minda is shaking her head strongly, but she doesn’t rebuff him this time. “So much risk,” she says instead. Janice likes her for her strong eyes and kindness. This room is filled with the best people in the world, and she wonders how it’s possible they found each other. 
 
   “Trust me,” Benson says. “Life is a risk. I know from experience.”
 
   Minda finally stops shaking her head, even managing a slight smile, which only makes Janice smile again. Minda’s their leader, and she’s a good one because she listens to what they say, rather than just telling them what to do. “There’s not enough time to go together,” she says. “We’ll have to split up.”
 
   “I’ll go after Check and the others,” Benson says.
 
   “No,” Harrison says. “We’ll need Wire’s help. He’s the only one that I’m able to contact within the Lifers. We need him to locate them.”
 
   “I know what you’re doing,” Benson says. “You just want to take the more dangerous mission. You can’t keep protecting me.”
 
   Harrison raises his hands. “I swear I’m not this time. Think about it. This makes sense.”
 
   “Fine,” Benson says. “But I’m coming with you.”
 
   “No,” Harrison says. “You have to stay with Mom. You have to protect her.”
 
   Janice is watching the exchange between her sons with interest. Every interaction between them is interesting to her, like watching shadows creep or sun setting fire to the horizon. These are the lost moments, suddenly found and reborn. This is their life restarting and unfolding in reverse. 
 
   Benson stares at his brother for a moment and then nods. “I see your point. Mom has to stay with Minda, who has to go after BloodyMary.”
 
   “Which means you have to go with them,” Harrison says. 
 
   “And I’ll go with Harrison,” Simon says. 
 
   Harrison nods. “You have to trust me,” he says. “Simon and I will get them out.”
 
   “I do trust you,” Benson says. Seeing her sons like this leaves Janice feeling incredibly warm inside.
 
   Harrison seems taken aback by Benson’s statement. “Stay safe, Benson. Love you, Mom.” He gives her a huge hug and she kisses his cheek. 
 
   “You are half of the good that makes me smile,” she says. “Come back to us.”
 
   “I will,” he says. In that moment, she knows she trusts both her sons with every beat of her heart.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Geoffrey isn’t as concerned with the how and the why and the details of Gonzo’s death, but he still listens to the conversation between his old friends.
 
   “How the hell did this happen?” Check says. “It makes no sense.” His narrow eyes are dry again, and he’s on his feet, pacing around their bunkroom. 
 
   “That’s Gonzo,” Rod says, lying back and staring at the ceiling. “He does random things and no one ever really knows why.” His words are without expression, a monotone utterance of fact.
 
   “I’d say wandering out into the city without telling someone where you’re going when you’re on the botdamn RUSA Most Wanted List is more than just some ‘random thing’,” Check spouts, using angry air quotes to punctuate his statement. 
 
   Geoffrey continues to listen and observe the difference in his two friends’ reactions to the same event. They both started off in mourning, their shared sobs and sadness seeming to strengthen the bond between them. At the time, Geoffrey wondered if there was something wrong with him. Because he felt nothing but fiercely hot anger. He wondered what his heart would look like if he could pluck it from his chest and inspect it. He guessed it would be black and shriveled, burned from the fire raging inside of him. 
 
   Now he’s not so sure. 
 
   Maybe his reaction was normal, and it just took Check longer to get there. Maybe Rod will join them in their fury soon enough. But for now it appears as if Rod is sinking into a pit of despair, a feeling he knows he once experienced, even if the memory seems distant and fleeting now. 
 
   “I know,” Rod says, turning over to stare at the wall, his eyes hidden. “It’s weird even for him.”
 
   “Then why?” Check asks.
 
   “I don’t know!” Rod suddenly shouts, his hand lashing out to punch the wall. On impact, he hisses sharply through his teeth and retracts his fist, cradling it in his other hand. “Dammit,” he mutters. “It doesn’t matter, okay? Just drop it.”
 
   Check finally stops pacing to glare at his friend, who isn’t even looking at him. “No, I won’t drop it. Someone’s got to pay for this. I’m not going to wallow in this botforsaken place when I could be out there doing something. Our mission is in two days, and I plan to be a major part of it.”
 
   “Do what you have to do,” Rod says, but all fight is gone from his voice, which drops to a whisper. “But I’m staying here.”
 
   “I will,” Check says. “I always do. Geoffrey, no matter what happens, you stay with Rod.”
 
   “I don’t need a babysitter,” Rod growls.
 
   Check’s voice softens for the first time since he began his tirade. “I know,” he says. “I’m sorry, man, I’ve got to do this, and I need to know that you guys will be waiting for me when I come back. Can you promise that?”
 
   Geoffrey looks him in the eyes. “Yeah,” he lies. “No problem.”
 
   “Yeah. Be safe,” Rod mumbles into his pillow, before the tears begin flowing again.
 
   Check slams the door and stomps away. With that kind of rage and determination flowing through his friend’s blood, Geoffrey knows he’ll be an asset to his upcoming mission. Together they’ll destroy those who have taken everything from them.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Harrison isn’t only doing this for his brother. He hardly knows Check and Rod, but he’s had some good times with them. They turned out to be decent guys, in the end. And if nothing else, Luce’s brother Geoffrey deserves better than being stuck with the Lifers. He’s only a kid, after all. 
 
   As usual, it didn’t take much for Harrison to convince his old tech-savvy buddy, Wire, to help him. He’s smart, but greedy. Harrison transferred all of his remaining funds to Wire’s untraceable LifeCard, and Wire sent him the Lifer’s location. And it’s not even that far away. Harrison couldn’t help but laugh when he saw where it was. They’re practically neighbors.
 
   Now, as he and Simon step out into the overgrown yard behind the ramshackle house, Harrison wonders how many other structures in this neighborhood are sheltering rebel groups. Apparently this is the safe house section of the city. 
 
   Before they left, they plotted and memorized a course to the location Wire provided. With any luck, they won’t run into any trouble and have to improvise. Unfortunately, Harrison muses, I’ve been a bit short on luck lately.
 
   In front of him, Simon leads the way to a gate exiting the fenced-in backyard. The giant is hobbling even more after the blows to the stomach he took during the car chase, but Harrison doesn’t doubt for one second the Canadian’s ability to fight through the pain. It’s taken time, arguments, and punching each other in the face a few times for Harrison to develop a grudging respect for his partner on this mission, but it’s better late than never. He won’t admit it anytime soon, but his old enemy is far closer to a friend now. 
 
   Simon inches the gate open and peers out. Evidently seeing nothing of concern, he swings it wider and steps out. His gorilla-like hand never leaves his hip, where a hefty stun gun is clipped into a black holster. Harrison has his own weapon, but he’d rather not touch it for fear of blowing off his own foot. Although he did what he had to do during their race across town, he’d prefer not to shoot anything or anyone in the near future.
 
   The first part of the journey feels the most dangerous. Aboveground, Harrison is nothing more than an exposed rabbit, racing along an alleyway. For all he knows a Hawk could be tracking their progress from an invisible height, calling it in to a posse of Crows or Hunters who are already triangulating their position. 
 
   He tries not to think about it, matching Simon’s lumbering pace as he stays in the shadows cast by the fence lines of the various rundown properties they pass. When they reach the end of the block, they stop, making eye contact. Simon points to himself, then across the street. Me first, Harrison knows he means. This is not the time for a pissing match, so he doesn’t argue, just nods once. 
 
   He taps his gun. I’ll cover you, he mouths. 
 
   Simon takes off, his feet slapping the pavement far louder than Harrison would like, but probably as softly as the enormous man is capable of. An elephant would be quieter; he’s simply not built for stealth. 
 
   Harrison holds his breath until he watches Simon all the way into the shadow of a large tree on the other side, where he turns and motions for him to follow. Harrison takes a deep breath and then goes, sprinting across on silent tiptoes, praying not to hear sirens blaring to life behind him. He reaches Simon safely, and they take a moment to catch their breaths. Slow and steady. Two more dangerous crossings and they’ll reach the next phase of the journey. 
 
   The second crossing goes much like the first. Quiet and fast. The whole lockdown/martial law thing has its benefits for them. For everyone else, not so much.
 
   Simon is about to step from cover at the third crossing, but Harrison, spotting movement, grabs his arm. Harrison points to the left when Simon fires him an annoyed look, and they shrink into the deep shadows cast by a stone wall, crouching like gargoyles. The Crow car isn’t moving fast, but not slow either, just cruising along the deserted streets, on a routine patrol. 
 
   Harrison’s heart is pounding in his chest, but it’s not fear. It reminds him of the adrenaline-pulsing feeling he used to get on the hoverball field. He’s ready for action, whether it’s to run or fight. His fists hang tight at his sides. Beside him, Simon silently draws his weapon. 
 
   As the vehicle approaches their corner, it slows. Game time, Harrison thinks, drawing his own weapon. 
 
   However, just when Harrison’s entire body tenses as he prepares to spring into the open, it’s Simon’s turn to grab him, blocking him with a branch-like arm. Harrison’s breath catches in his throat and the Crows turn left, racing off away from them, blue lights flashing. 
 
   “Son of a bot,” Harrison mutters.
 
   “Yeah,” Simon says. “They never saw us. We got lucky.” Harrison knows he’s correct. A right turn would’ve brought the vehicle close enough for its passengers to easily see them regardless of the shadows. He wonders if his luck is finally changing. 
 
   After waiting several minutes to be sure there’s no second Crow car following after the first one, they cross the intersection, sneaking into an empty commercial district that would typically be teeming with activity this time of day. Signs on shop windows read Closed for Lockdown. According to Minda’s holo, only one hour of trade is permitted each day, and during that time every Crow in the city is patrolling the streets. Some of the businesses have taken precautions against looters, boarding up their windows or pulling metal gates over their doors. As it turns out, the extra measures are unnecessary; even the hooligans are evidently too scared of being caught on the streets. 
 
   They duck into an alleyway when a food delivery truck ambles by, an announcement blaring from a speaker on the roof. “Speak ‘lockdown food delivery’ into your holo to order supplies during the lockdown. All items are fifty percent off during the crisis. President Ford is committed to the health and comfort of the citizens of Saint Louis during this difficult time.”
 
   “Ha,” Simon says under his breath. “The legal citizens maybe.”
 
   As they wait for the truck to pass well out of sight, Harrison nearly jumps out of his skin when there’s a clatter behind them. Simon whirls around, his weapon drawn and aimed, but he lets out a heavy sigh/laugh when he sees the culprit. A white-furred BotDog prances up, barking metallically, its stubby tail wagging with a mechanical whir. Although he knows it’s a robot, it looks so much like a real dog that from a distance he wouldn’t be able to tell. Even the fur is puppy-soft when he gently strokes it. A strangely wet tongue extends from its mouth and it attempts to lick Simon, who jumps back, a look of disgust on his face.
 
   “Not an animal lover?” Harrison laughs, letting the robot lick his hand and face. “Good girl,” he says. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?”
 
   “It’s a machine,” Simon says. 
 
   “And yet so cute,” Harrison says, scratching behind its ears. “And”—Harrison deepens his voice, like the ad readers on the holo—“our BotDogs contain a patented affection algorithm, which allows them to form a very real bond with their owners. It’s not like having a real dog, it’s better!” He lowers his voice and speaks rapidly. “Payment plans available. Own your own BotDog for less than $20,000.”
 
   Simon stares at him like he’s crazy. “I think you watched too much holo as a kid.”
 
   Harrison offers his best puppy dog face. “Please Daddy, can I keep her?”
 
   “It’ll make too much noise.”
 
   “She’s a she, not an it.” 
 
   “How do machines have gender?”
 
   Harrison reaches out and pinches the bot’s tag between his fingers. “My name is Lola,” he reads. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t know many males named Lola.”
 
   Simon shakes his head. “Don’t get too attached.” The dog barks again and the big man cuts his eyes back to the street, to see if anyone noticed.
 
   “Lola,” Harrison says, looking her in the eyes. “Quiet. No barking. Silent walking.” Immediately the BotDog goes quiet, even its tail wagging with less noise. 
 
   “Doesn’t change anything,” Simon says. “Too risky.”
 
   “She’s well-trained,” Harrison says. “Nothing beats an obedient dog. Even the Crows use them.”
 
   Simon looks like he wants to smash their heads together, but instead he just walks away, muttering something about Harrison being ‘impossible’ under his breath. Harrison just smiles and says, “C’mon girl. Quiet as a mouse.”
 
   They make their way quickly down the next block, and to Harrison’s satisfaction, Lola is so quiet he almost forgets she’s there. “Stage two,” Simon hisses when they reach the door leading to the Tunnels. 
 
   Simon eases the door closed behind them, and then leads them down a dingy switchback staircase littered with shattered holo-screens, broken electronic cigarettes, and cut up LifeCards. He’s never been down here before. He knows some kids from school used the Tunnels as a safe place to hang out and get drunk or high, but he always avoided that scene. Too much was riding on his perfect academic and athletic record. Scholarships, college, his future. He would do everything in his power to gain independence from his father and show him what kind of son he’d been ignoring all his life. 
 
   So much for that, he thinks wryly. He’s pretty sure being on the RUSA Most Wanted List won’t look too good on his college application. 
 
   Whereas the Tubes that provide sheltered elevated access to all parts of downtown Saint Louis are clean, well-lit, and airy, the Tunnels beneath the city are like dungeons, gloomy and drab and in desperate need of a good scrubbing. The air is suffocating, and Harrison is forced to stop for a minute to catch his breath, stroking Lola’s back. She licks his chin appreciatively, but remains silent, the picture of obedience. Already he can see that her program is bonding her to him. Whoever her previous owner was, their bond was weak. 
 
   “Which way?” Harrison asks. He has zero experience in the Tunnels and he feels turned around down here. They’re on a platform, the empty train tracks sunk into a shadowy chasm. Do people really commute to work like this every day? he wonders. To him, this place seems more like a zombie hole than a place humans should be forced to endure. 
 
   “It’s a little further uptown,” Simon says, turning left. 
 
   With their bond growing, Harrison doesn’t have to instruct Lola to follow him—when he starts walking, she trots after him. “How far?” he asks. Do we have to stay in this dungeon? he adds in his head.
 
   “Less than a mile,” Simon replies, not turning around. His eyes strobe back and forth, searching for any signs of trouble. 
 
   A few minutes later, Harrison feels Lola pawing at his leg. “Hold up,” he says, but Simon either doesn’t hear him, or ignores him, continuing his march forward. Harrison bends down and scratches Lola under the chin. “What is it, girl?”
 
   She jerks her head back in the opposite direction, letting out a barely audible whine. “Simon, I think she’s trying to tell us something.”
 
   The moment the words are out of his mouth, Simon yells out and there’s a heavy clank, like metal meeting stone. Harrison springs to his feet, sprinting toward Simon, who’s dodging attempted hammer blows from an enormous patrol bot’s fist. The robot is so large he makes Simon look small, towering over him, its giant head almost scraping the ceiling above. With blue eyes that shine brightly in the gloom, its fists are like anvils, slamming down with the power to crush stones into dust, or humans into goo. 
 
   Simon wrenches his stun gun from its holster, but when he tries to aim, the bot kicks out with surprising quickness, knocking it from his grasp and onto the train tracks. He mutters a curse and tries to dance back quickly, but his own girth and previous injuries make him too slow, and he catches a backhand blow across the chest, sending him flying. 
 
   Harrison is bowled over as his partner slams into him, ripping the air from his lungs. He skids across the platform, hitting his shoulder and scraping his knees before coming to rest back where he started his sprint. 
 
   As he looks up, wincing, he realizes the patrol bot has not been idle, storming forward and looming over them. “Halt. You are in violation of the city lockdown. Further resistance to arrest will be met with unrestrained force.”
 
   Harrison groans. He thought the initial attack was ‘unrestrained force.’ If this bot can take it to a whole other level, they’re officially screwed. “Your weapon,” Simon grunts. “Now’s the time to use it.” So much for not firing a gun again, Harrison thinks.
 
   “I repeat,” the bot drones, going through its programmed spiel one more time.
 
   Panting, Harrison grips his gun, hiding it behind his hip as the bot extends a metal hand out to grab Simon. “Anytime now!” Simon says, gritting his teeth, trying to scramble away. 
 
   “Eat this,” Harrison says, bringing his gun up and pulling the trigger. The blasts are thunderous in the closed in tunnel, echoing dozens of times as Harrison continues firing, the weapon bucking in his hand. Based on the sparks flying, he knows his shots are hitting their target—kind of hard to miss a giant robot only several feet away—but he can’t tell whether they’re having any effect on the well-armored brute. He keeps shooting until the gun signals the need to reload with a click-click-click. 
 
   Simon is back on his feet and diving off the platform and onto the tracks, scrabbling for his weapon. The bot’s arm is spitting sparks and dangling by thick wires. “Resisting arrest is punishable by termination,” the bot informs him in monotone, as if it’s nothing more than a holo-librarian providing information on The War of Nations for some history report he’s working on. 
 
   Harrison gropes at his pocket, trying to find the spare magazine for the gun, but he knows it’s too late. The bot is standing over him, its good arm preparing to bash his skull into a million bony shards. 
 
   As it rockets down toward him, he rolls hard to the right, feeling the whoosh of air and the spine-numbing crash of metal crushing the stone platform, which cracks under the onslaught. He tries to get to his feet, but trips, his rubbery legs failing him in the penultimate moment. The fist rises above him once more, and although he knows the bot’s termination program won’t be fooled twice, he knows he has to try. Scrambling on elbows and knees, he attempts to dive away, catching a glimpse of a blur of movement just behind the bot. A white blur. Lola! 
 
   She clambers up the patrol bot’s back, more like a cat than a dog, and bites down hard on its neck, growling and shaking her head from side to side, like she’s trying to tear the stuffing from a chew toy. The bot lets out a hollow bellow—not of pain but of surprise and anger—and spins around, trying to dislodge its attacker, but Lola hangs on like a champ, continuing to rip at the metallic panel at the base of its neck. 
 
   Harrison finally manages to find his extra ammo—in his other pocket—and snaps it into place, but now the bot has managed to grab Lola, wrenching her out in front. Its eyes have gone from blue to red, and seem to be spinning in their sockets. “Termination, ter-min-a-tion, ter…min…a…tion,” it drones, each time saying the word a bit slower, as if its battery is gradually dying. 
 
   As the bot raises its arm to sling Lola to the hard ground below, Harrison raises his gun and begins firing into its face, aiming slightly lower than necessary, to avoid hitting the BotDog. At the same time, he spots Simon pulling himself back onto the platform, his stun gun pointed at the enemy. When he fires, a burst of blue electric light sizzles through the air and slams into the robot’s chest, the energy spreading across its metal frame to its extremities in an instant. 
 
   “TER. MIN. A. TION.” The final word is spoken with such fervor it’s like a prophecy. But not for them, for the bot itself, which finally releases Lola—who’s also coursing with blue electricity—and topples over with a raucous clang. 
 
   Lola lands hard and slides across the platform, her furry body coming to rest a few centimeters from Harrison. Her eyes are closed and she’s not moving, not even her tail. Streaks of black singe-marks look like tiger stripes on her fur. Occasional blue bolts continue to appear on her skin, almost randomly, snapping at the air like tiny, sizzling whips.
 
   His attention focused on the BotDog, Harrison doesn’t notice when Simon hoists himself to his feet, strides over to the patrol bot, and rips a nest of wires from the back of its neck, where the control panel had been torn open by Lola’s teeth.
 
   “Hey girl? Hey Lola?” Harrison says, scared to touch the electrified robot. 
 
   Simon stumbles toward him, his forehead leaking blood into his eye. “Is she okay?”
 
   Harrison’s head snaps up, surprised to hear him call her by anything other than “it.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Your gun packs quite a wallop.”
 
   “I’m…sorry,” Simon says, and if it wasn’t for the heavy sincerity in his tone, Harrison would think he was making fun of him. 
 
   “Not your fault,” Harrison says. “You did what you had to do.”
 
   “So did she,” Simon says.
 
   “Yeah,” Harrison says. “She saved us.”
 
   “I saw.”
 
   As Harrison gazes sadly at Lola’s devastated frame, he sees her tail twitch. He waits, knowing it’s probably just a glitch in her fried system, which will likely cause random spasms for hours before finally shutting down completely. But then her tail moves again, more fluidly, from side to side. Next her eyes open and her ears perk up and then she’s on her feet and licking wildly at Harrison’s face. He laughs, scratching her under the chin and behind the ears and everywhere he can get his hands on. “Good girl,” he says. 
 
   When Harrison looks at Simon, the big man is smiling. “I’m glad she’s okay,” he says.
 
   Big softy, Harrison thinks to himself. “Let’s go,” Simon says. “They’ll be on this location like flies on dog crap.”
 
   “But not Lola’s,” Harrison says. “That’s one of the benefits of a BotDog, didn’t you know? No messy cleanup.” 
 
   The threesome take off at a trot, putting as much distance between themselves and the destroyed patrol bot as they can. Ten minutes later, Simon says, “This way,” and leads them through a door, up a set of stairs, and through another door, back aboveground. 
 
   The way the streets look to Harrison, the city could be long-dead and abandoned, with no signs of life except wind pushing debris against walls and sun glistening on dirty snowbanks. 
 
   The place is across the street, a rundown old warehouse that looks ready for demolition. The windows are broken out and holo-graffiti moves along the walls. “Nice place,” Simon comments.
 
   Despite the sarcasm in his partner’s voice, Harrison can see why the Lifers would choose it. A reasonable law enforcement official would see the dump as no more than a place to catch out homeless bums and squatters, which are the least of Pop Con’s worries at this point; it certainly doesn’t have the look of a place harboring the city’s most notorious rebel organization. 
 
   They’re extremely careful crossing the street, checking for activity several times before making their move. They would hate to get caught when they’re this close to finding Check and the others. Also, they have to be cautious about Lifer guards. They’re not exactly welcome guests, having abandoned the Lifers and their cause. For all they know, Jarrod may have ordered his people to shoot them on sight. 
 
   The door creaks ominously when Simon pushes it open, leading with the barrel of his gun. No one shouts, no one shoots—silence greets them. Although they take a long, slow ten minutes to search it, the ground floor is empty. There are signs that the space once had occupants—a ratty old sleeping bag, discarded fizzer bottles, empty cartons of food pills—but they appear to be long gone. Once more, that makes the place perfect for the Lifers to have moved in.
 
   However, when they search the second floor, and the third, even more slowly than the first, the situation is similar. Lola noses around the place, sniffing everything in sight, but she never gives any indication of danger like she did back in the Tunnels. If someone is hiding out in the three or four floors above them, they’re doing a good job of masking their presence. Even still, they methodically search each floor, looking for signs that a large group of rebels were here recently, perhaps having left in a hurry.
 
   When they reach the top floor without having found a damn thing, Harrison says, “What the hell?”
 
   Simon’s face is impassive. “You said you could trust this friend?” It’s not an accusation, just a question.
 
   “I thought I could. He’s helped me dozens of times.”
 
   “Contact him.”
 
   Harrison nods once and extracts the burner holo-screen from his pocket. Using a secure connection, he sends the same signal he used before, one Wire set up for him a long time ago. A moment later, Wire’s acne-speckled face bursts from the screen. “Heya pal,” he says. “What took you so long?”
 
   “What?” Harrison says. “We’re here. Where you told us to go.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, Harry.”
 
   “Don’t call me Harry you little sh—”
 
   “Temper, temper,” Wire says. “Sorry, Harry, but Jarrod told me to tell you nothing and he pays me a helluva lot better than you do.” The image dissolves and the connection breaks. Despite repeated attempts to reconnect, the holo-screen remains dark. 
 
   Harrison slams his fist into the wall. “Botdammit!” he shouts.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Cyber-threats on the rise. Citizens are warned to cease and desist
 
   or face arrest.
 
    
 
   With Saint Louis in lockdown, cyber-threats are on the rise, clogging up the holo-sphere and causing even more panic in an already fearful city. Although Pop Con analysts believe the majority of the threats being spread on holo forums are fake, they’re taking each and every one seriously, in the event that any are linked to real terrorist activity. 
 
    
 
   Interim Head of Pop Con and longtime Crow boss, Charles Boggs, cautions, “In the current environment, even a simple statement of disagreement with the RUSA government could be viewed as an act of treason, punishable by termination. Do NOT get caught up in the frenzy. Let us do our jobs and keep you safe.”
 
    
 
   According to sources close to the situation, dozens of arrests have already been made, and more are expected before the crisis is over. Although Pop Con and the Mayor’s office were silent on the nature of the threats, it’s pretty clear that they were primarily in response to the recent decrease in the Ideal Population, which will significantly lower the number of Birth Authorizations issued over the next few years. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   Lifer44: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   SarayaM: They took my husband because he made some comment on his holo this morning. They won’t tell me anything. I, for one, am going to keep my mouth shut. You should, too, if you know what’s good for you. 
 
    
 
   5,491 other comments removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Rumors circulating that Sonic Boom concert will be canceled
 
   due to unrest in Saint Louis.
 
    
 
   Although no official announcement has been made, the concert of the year, scheduled for two days from now, is likely to be canceled. With the city under lockdown, concertgoers will be unable to travel to the venue, the grand hall adjacent to Pop Con headquarters. An anonymous safety official informed us that while he’s confident security at the concert could be maintained, there’s no reason to take the risk. 
 
    
 
   Holo boards are buzzing with varying opinions on the topic, from outrage to applause and everything in between. Make sure your holos are set to receive ALERTS from the Saint Louis Times as we’ll be reporting the official announcement as soon as we have it.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   ShaneTheMan: I waited in a virtual line for twelve hours to get tickets! This sucks bots!
 
    
 
   Mort99: It’s just a concert, you idiot! Do you really want to risk getting blown up by those crazy Lifers for a little music?
 
    
 
   ShaneTheMan: Uh…yeah! What Sonic Boom does with holo-instruments is MORE than music. It’s magic!
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   According to Minda, the inner consortium had planned for a similar situation. Not treason, exactly, but for one of their members going off the grid. If such an event were to occur, like it had with BloodyMary, each of their real identities could be accessed securely through a protected database. Minda didn’t hesitate to log in and retrieve the information.
 
   BloodyMary’s real name is Shay Dawes and she’s been working as liaison between the Saint Louis Mayor’s office and the president for more than five years. Not surprisingly, the address listed is near the main government offices in the heart of Saint Louis.
 
   The distance is a problem, but not a major one. Going on foot would be too dangerous and time-consuming. Calling an aut-car would be stupid and reckless, sticking out like a sore thumb on the empty streets. That leaves the consortium’s only Hawk drone, an illegal dinosaur that uses technology outdated by at least a decade. While Hawks are generally meant to be remotely controlled, unmanned aircraft, they do allow for up to five passengers for emergency situations. Benson agrees with Minda that this is an emergency situation.
 
   The Hawk lands three blocks away from the safe house to avoid drawing direct attention to a place they hope to return to eventually. Benson, Janice, and Minda pile inside the cramped cabin and the airlock zips shut behind them. Having already been programmed for their destination, the quiet drone ascends rapidly, automatically initiating stealth protocols to avoid detection by other Hawks. The speed of their ascent grabs Benson’s stomach and shoves it in his throat.
 
   “Whee!” Janice says.
 
   Having just read the article about the rumors regarding the concert cancellation, Benson feels like everything is falling apart. They’ve split up, Gonzo is dead, his father may or may not be alive…and now their one chance to get inside Pop Con and initiate the program has blown up in their faces. All because of the Destroyer’s damn video of Mars’s death and the subsequent announcement by Pop Con of the reduced Ideal Population. It was the perfect storm for fear and unrest, and now they are paying the price for the bad timing of it all. 
 
   As the Hawk levels out at its cruising altitude and his stomach settles with it, Benson says, “What are we going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Minda says, not looking at him. Her statement worries him more than anything else. She always seems to know what to do. “First we see what we can find out about Bloody—I mean, Shay Dawes—and then we consider the next step.
 
   “My father is probably dead, isn’t he?” Benson says, feeling that familiar sinking feeling in his gut. “Otherwise the Destroyer would’ve released the video already. He’d have no reason to wait.”
 
   Minda continues to stare straight ahead. “It’s pointless to speculate,” she says.
 
   “He’s not dead,” Janice says, her statement so matter-of-fact it draws every bit of Benson’s attention. He tries to swallow, but it sticks in his throat.
 
   “Mom, we can’t get our hopes—”
 
   “Not. Dead,” Janice repeats, firmly but not angrily. She rests her hand on Benson’s. “If he was dead, I’d be dead.”
 
   He’s not sure how that particular revelation makes any sense, and yet he finds himself believing it. From his childhood, he remembers how good his father and Janice—his mother—were together. So different and yet in rhythm, like two different instruments playing the same symphony. They were always better together, even when most of their time was spent apart. He wants to believe his mother, so he does. “Okay, Mom,” he says. “We’ll find him.”
 
   “After we complete our mission. Otherwise he’ll try to do everything himself. And that will kill him. Then it will kill me.”
 
   Benson doesn’t know if there is still a mission to complete, but he agrees anyway. “Yes. Of course.” 
 
   For the next few minutes, the only sound is the wind beating against the sides of the Hawk, as if trying to batter its way inside. Even the elements seem in league against them. Benson closes his eyes and fights off the swell of hopelessness that tries to pull him under a dark ocean of despair. He’s been fighting the tide for a while now, ever since he lost Luce.
 
   “She was a good girl,” Janice says, prying his lids open with her words. 
 
   She’s reading his mind again. She may have lost an entire shelf of her faculties when she thought he’d been killed, but not the whole cupboard. Her motherly instincts are still there, unbreakable, and even after all this time she seems to know Benson better than he knows himself.
 
   “She was,” Benson says. “She liked you.”
 
   “I know,” Janice says without arrogance. “We had you in common.”
 
   For some reason that simple statement opens up a crack in the shell Benson’s built up around him to cope with Luce’s death, allowing emotion to bubble through. His mother ropes an arm around him and holds him as he blinks back tears and chokes down sobs. How can he have lost so much so soon after gaining her back? Why must the universe torment him so?
 
   Even as the Hawk’s forward progress slows and the powerful machine starts to descend, the answer fills him, from heart to mind to soul. It’s not the power of the universe rallying against him, but humans. Just men and women full of hate and evil and ignorance. Nothing more, nothing less. And humans can be defeated, no matter the odds. In the end, good has a chance to prevail if those who wield its mighty sword do not lose hope.
 
   He will not lose hope, he decides as the Hawk lands on a rooftop overlooking the city. 
 
   They spill out from the drone, which immediately takes flight. It will settle into a surveillance pattern over the building, alerting Minda of danger via her holo.
 
   Below them Benson can see numerous Crow cars patrolling the streets. If any of them registered their Hawk’s rapid approach and departure, they don’t show it, likely used to seeing Hawks in the sky.
 
   Minda guides them inside the building, leading them from the roof to the floor below, the staircase constructed of black marble steps and metal hand railings, the perfect combination of simplicity and sleekness expected from a government official. According to Minda’s information, Shay Dawes owns the entire three floors, another example of government excess that would surely help her blend in with her peers. The third floor branches off into two hallways, but before they have the chance to explore either, something catches Benson’s attention over a balcony that overlooks the first two floors. 
 
   A gold chandelier dangles from the roof by a thick golden chain, its crystal ornaments clinking off of each other like wind chimes. They’ve let in a draft when they entered. The chain creaks with each sway, as if the weight of the chandelier is too much for it to hold. 
 
   Benson chokes when he sees someone’s feet, barely visible past the immensity of the gaudy fixture. The feet are bare, and yet not pink like they should be. Instead, they’re a pale shade of blue, a faint echo of the lifeless veins beneath the skin. Benson’s head is spinning and he has to put a hand on the wall to steady himself. “Minda,” he croaks. “Oh god, Minda.”
 
   She’s halfway down the hall with Janice in tow. When she looks back, her eyes register a moment of fear as she takes in Benson’s sickly appearance. “What happened? Are you okay?”
 
   It’s all he can do to point over the balcony as he sinks to his knees. Although he doesn’t want to look, he watches through the banister as Minda descends all the way to the first floor, looking up at the hanging body with revulsion. A kicked over stepladder lies at an odd angle to a sitting room full of pristine white furniture.
 
   Reluctantly, Benson holds Janice’s hand and takes the steps one at a time to the bottom. Her neck still craned back, Minda says, “It’s her. It’s Shay Dawes.” 
 
   He doesn’t look up, studying the rest of the room, trying to make sense of what happened. The situation appears to be a cut and dry suicide. She climbed the ladder, attached her neck to the chandelier, and kicked the ladder away, letting gravity do the rest. A distraught woman. A traitor to her government having realized the error of her ways. Or perhaps she was so disgusted that she betrayed the other consortium members that she could no longer live with herself. 
 
   Benson retrieves a note from a glass side table, swallowing twice to clear the tightness in his throat before reading aloud:
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ve failed my fellow citizens, the government of the RUSA, and my family. I’ve consorted with rebels, spied on upper level government officials, and stolen confidential information. I find myself guilty of treason and hereby carry out my own punishment. God forgive me. I counsel those who still care for me to look above, to Him, for the answers you seek.”
 
    
 
   The note is signed Shay Dawes. Minda, finally drawing her attention away from the hanging body, takes the paper from Benson, studying it.
 
   “Do you think it’s real?” Benson asks.
 
   “I’m sure an expert would prove it’s her handwriting. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t coerced into writing it.”
 
   Benson silently reads the note one more time. While the tone is stiffly repentant, something jabs at his mind. “The last two lines feel different,” he says. “They’re still in the same tone, but something feels…off.”
 
   Minda reads them, her dark eyes dancing across the page. “Hmm…,” she murmurs.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Just something I remember. The consortium has been at this for a long time, carefully planning, biding our time. There was a lot of downtime involved, but we maintained regular communication through the Agriculturist’s Forum, even if there were no updates to report. Sometimes our conversations became casual. We talked about ourselves. I remember JoseCuervo and BloodyMary getting into an argument about religion one time. Jose was a devout believer and Mary…well, she was an atheist.”
 
   A bubble of surprise pops inside Benson’s stomach. “But she specifically mentioned God, almost as if she’s trying to get the attention of those who know her best.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s weird,” Minda agrees. “And she told those she loves to seek His help for answers. Why would she say that if she doesn’t even believe in Him?”
 
   “Look above,” Janice says, jumping in, pointing at the body. Benson finally looks, immediately wishing he hadn’t. But he doesn’t pull his stare away, because his mother seems excited by something. “She said look above.”
 
   The truth of his mother’s statement hits him in the chest, and he can tell Minda figures it out at the same time, steely focus returning to her eyes. “The ladder,” she says. “We’ve got to get the body down.”
 
   The process takes a grueling few minutes, as both Benson and Minda refuse to let the body drop from such a height. Regardless of the mistakes this woman made, neither of them want to desecrate her body. She deserves better, as they all do.
 
   Benson’s thankful for Minda in the moments after they lie her on the floor. His hands are shaking, his stomach roiling, but she takes on the job of searching the body for a clue. Although he can hear her gagging several times, she doesn’t stop until she says, “There’s nothing. Whoever killed her would’ve searched her body. And she couldn’t have known they’d hang her from the chandelier anyway.”
 
   Benson knows she’s right, but that doesn’t mean the note wasn’t a clue. He clambers up the ladder, ignoring Minda’s shouts to wait. Up close, the chandelier is far less beautiful. The gold is tarnished, covered in a thin layer of dust. The crystals look fake, like plastic. 
 
   “Benson,” Minda says from below.
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   He runs his hands along one of the long gold pipes that form the base of the fixture. The metal is smooth and cold against his skin. His fingertips graze past a raised edge, and then backtracks. An imperfection? Only one way to find out.
 
   He pulls at the metal, as if trying to wrench apart a wishbone. At first the metal sticks, but then it gives way, the crystals clinking against each other wildly. Something shoots from the piping and drifts to the floor.
 
   “What is it?” Benson hollers down.
 
   “Paper,” Minda says.
 
   While she unfolds the note, Benson descends to meet her. They read the second message together, silently:
 
    
 
   To the Consortium, may this message find you alive and well, despite what I’ve been forced to do. I had a feeling they were onto me, but I managed to barricade myself in my office long enough to write this note. When I give myself up, all communication with me will cease. I will hide this somewhere on my person in the hopes that you might find it after I’m gone. They have my family—that much is clear. I’ve tried contacting them multiple times today, but have received no response. Unfortunately, their abduction is what alerted me to my precarious situation. I fear I may have left a virtual footprint by accident this morning when I was searching through confidential files in the system. They will threaten to torture and kill my family, and I will spill my guts to save them. It won’t save me, but I hope their innocence will spare the lives of my husband and child. I can only hope I don’t get the rest of you killed, and that the mission can go forward as planned. I will give them enough information to save my family, but no more. I will not give up the key. That is the very least I can do. Please forgive me for my stupidity and failings. 
 
    
 
   I have mere minutes before they get to me, but I have one more piece of information, that I discovered before they found me out. The excess food DOES EXIST. But it’s gone. It was shipped overseas somewhere, the trail is unclear where. Someone is trying to hide it fr
 
    
 
   The rest of the note is cut off, as if she was forced to end it abruptly, rushing to hide it in the chandelier. When Benson looks at Minda, there are tears in her eyes. “It could’ve been any of us,” she says. “But Shay had one of the more dangerous positions, and she took risks we never should’ve expected her to take.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Benson says. 
 
   “Me too.”
 
   As they turn to leave, Benson notices the way Minda stops and starts, as if unsure whether to just abandon her friend’s body. He takes her arm, guiding her away, and she seems to gain strength with each step to the roof, contacting the Hawk with expert strokes on her holo. 
 
   No one speaks as the drone whisks them away from yet another tragedy that Benson somehow feels is his fault.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Back at the safe house, they are reunited with Harrison and Simon and their newest team member, the heroic Lola, and they share stories of their missions. 
 
   “Why did Jarrod send you on such a wild goose chase?” Benson asks.
 
   “It wasn’t Jarrod,” Harrison says. “It was Wire. That was exactly the sort of game that he likes to play.”
 
   “Wasting our time,” Simon says. 
 
   “Little bastard,” Minda adds.
 
   “That about sums up what I think of him right now,” Harrison says. “He could’ve got us killed.”
 
   Benson looks away, memories of his friends filling his mind. How are they going to find them now?
 
   As if reading his mind, Minda says, “We’ll figure out another way.”
 
   Although Benson appreciates her optimism, her words are unable to stifle the underlying sense of sadness that fills the room, one that’s only overcome by the fact that they’re all still alive, and by Lola’s constantly licking tongue, which none of them can deny is the best medicine for melancholy in the world.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   She knows it was self-defense, but still. 
 
   The man will never take another breath, will never walk another step, will never blink his sightless staring eyes ever again.
 
   Destiny did that. Her. It’s not just her fault that he’s dead, like the others, but actually her that did the killing. She remembers the fear and uncertainty in his eyes, the way his hand shook holding the gun. Although he was helping the Destroyer for some reason, she doesn’t know why, only that the guy she killed was no killer.
 
   And yet he might have killed her if she didn’t act. He might have killed Michael Kelly. She had no other choice.
 
   Destiny does not feel bad about what she did, and that scares her the most. She feels almost triumphant—sickened a little, yeah—but oddly victorious. Two guys, one her, and she’s the one left standing. 
 
   The guy on the floor has finally stopped groaning, but he’s still clutching his shoulder tightly, trying to stop the blood flow. Her knife’s handle protrudes between his fingers, stemming the worst of it. His eyes go wide when she stands over him, his gaze dropping to her hand. “No,” he pleads.
 
   What’s he so worried about? she wonders. Oh, she realizes, noticing the gun in her hand. She doesn’t even remembering picking it up. “I’m not going to shoot you,” she says. “As long as you cooperate.”
 
   The man bobs his head frantically. 
 
   “Get something to put pressure on the injury,” Michael Kelly says.
 
   Destiny stares at him. “I’m getting you out of here.”
 
   “First get him patched up. Then we go.” His words are firm.
 
   “Is that what he would say to you?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Michael says. “It’s what I’m saying to you.”
 
   Instead, she tucks the gun in her waistband and scrambles around behind him, starting to work on loosening his bindings. They’re tight, a convoluted mess of knots and twists, and her fingers seem useless against the coils. “Destiny, right?” Michael says. His voice is lower, more soothing, but she can sense a weakness in it, like it takes significant effort just to form the words.
 
   “Yes,” she breathes, still fighting with the ropes. 
 
   “You’ll need the knife.”
 
   Of course! A hysterical laugh bubbles up in her throat, but she swallows it down, admonishing herself for her own stupidity. 
 
   “You can’t just pull it out,” Michael says. “The blood’s going to come fast.” A random image forms in her head: A little girl shaking a fizzer can; pressing the button to open it; laughing gleefully as the sweet bubbly liquid sprays out in a foamy arc. A memory from her childhood. Is that what it will be like when she removes the knife, except with blood instead of fizzer? The thought makes her slightly dizzy. 
 
   Michael takes her pause to mean uncertainty. “He’ll die. He’s not a bad person. He tried to help me.”
 
   “His pants,” Destiny says.
 
   “They’re thick,” Michael agrees. She can hear the scratchiness in his voice now, too, as if his throat is raw and dry. How long has he been here? She tries to count backwards to the day the news story came out about his rumored death. Two weeks? Three? She can’t even imagine the torture he’s undergone at the hands of the Destroyer. Less than a day was more than enough for her. 
 
   Grabbing the bottom of the guy’s pants, she pulls with all her strength. At first the material holds, a dark well-manufactured synthetic material, but then the slightest of tears forms. The imperfection is enough to destabilize the fabric, and she manages to rip a line up to his knee. From there, she wrenches it around his leg, until she splits the bottom of the pant leg off completely. 
 
   “Good,” Michael says. “Now the other.”
 
   She was only planning on doing one, but she immediately sees that he’s right. Even folding up the severed fabric will only create a tourniquet half a finger thick. Her arms scream at her, but she ignores them, clenching her fingers over the second pant leg. It takes longer than the first, but she eventually does the job, her fingers shaking with expended energy when she finishes. 
 
   “Why are you doing this?” the guy asks as she crawls the material over to his shoulder. 
 
   “Because I’m not a killer.”
 
   “You killed him.” The guy is pointing through the door, but Destiny doesn’t look. 
 
   “It was an accident. And he had a gun.” She gets to work, wrapping the first pant leg tightly against the skin above the knife, making a full circle and tying it off.
 
   “He wouldn’t have used it.”
 
   “You’d swear to that?”
 
   The guy goes silent, and Destiny takes that as a no. She ties the second pant leg opposite the first, forming a semi-cocoon around the knife handle. When it comes out, the dual-tourniquets should close over the wound, cutting off the flow of blood. 
 
   She realizes Michael hasn’t spoken in a while, and she looks over at him. His eyes are closed. “Michael?” she says.
 
   “Yeah?” he responds, not opening his eyes.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Never better,” he says, and she’s glad to hear a hint of sarcasm in his voice. He’s beat up pretty bad, but he’ll make it if she can get him out of here soon. She still can’t believe that Harrison was so close to his father and never knew it. In a weird sort of way, she’s excited to tell him. Once his father is safe it seems like something they could laugh about. 
 
   “I’m going to pull the knife out now,” she says, more to herself than anyone—a self-motivating order. 
 
   “Do it quick,” Michael rasps.
 
   “Oh god,” the guy says, clenching his teeth and closing his eyes.
 
   She stands up, places both feet firmly on either side of the guy, and bends over, clasping the knife handle with both hands. And the knight did what no one else could; he pulled the sword from the stone. Her mother’s voice is crisp and clear in her head as she remembers her favorite childhood bedtime story. 
 
   Despite the chill she feels in her bones, her palms are sweaty, and she struggles to get a firm grip. The guy is making a strange, guttural sound through his teeth, spit bubbling out, and she realizes she’s slowly pulling the blade from his skin, causing him great pain. She takes a deep breath, locks her elbows, and then stands up straight, dragging the knife with her. 
 
   The man screams and his eyes fly open, but then it’s over. She presses the makeshift bandages firmly down, already feeling the warmth of the blood flowing beneath them. “Put pressure on it,” she instructs, guiding his opposite hand across his chest and forcing it to bear down on the wound. Sweat is running from his forehead to his lips and his breaths are coming in short gasps. “Thank you,” he manages to say, which is a funny thing considering it was Destiny who stuck the knife in him in the first place. 
 
   Not even bothering to wipe off the blood, Destiny races back behind Michael and saws at his tethers, cutting through them one at a time, her hands burning as the friction wears away several layers of her skin. 
 
   When she finally breaks through, Michael falls forward, unable to hold himself up. He bangs his shoulder on the ground, but is smiling as much as wincing. “Ahh,” he says, breathing deeply. There are angry red lines cut deep into the flesh of his bare arms and chest, an echo of where the ropes held him for days. 
 
   Destiny crouches down beside him. “Can you walk?” she asks. She doesn’t think she has the strength to carry, or even drag, a man of his size. He’s as tall as Harrison, and even more broad-shouldered, if not as chiseled. 
 
   “I’ll try,” Michael says. “But it might take some time.”
 
   “I don’t know if we have time,” she says. “Do you know where the Destroyer is?”
 
   Michael shakes his head. “I’m not sure. I think something’s wrong with him.”
 
   Destiny whirls around to face the guy, who’s just lying here staring at the ceiling. “Who are you?”
 
   “A doctor.”
 
   “The Destroyer is sick?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The other...” A pool of blood spills through her mind, but she blinks it away. “…guy was a doctor too?”
 
   “No. A robotics specialist.”
 
   It all makes sense now, and Destiny feels a zing of pride at having her theory confirmed, and knowing it was she and Harrison that inflicted the damage. 
 
   “Is the Destroyer dead?” This time the question comes from Michael, a hint of hope in his tone.
 
   “No,” the doctor says. “He’s in bad shape, but we think he’s through the worst of it. He could wake up anytime.”
 
   A shiver of fear runs down Destiny’s spine, like a branch trembling under a cold breeze. 
 
   “We have to go now,” Michael says. “Before he wakes up.”
 
   Destiny wants to do as he says, wants to help him up the ladder and away from this horrible place forever, but she knows she can’t, not until she’s finished what she and Harrison started. “No,” she says. “I’m going to kill him.”
 
   Michael’s eyes are dark and wary, but tired too, and he doesn’t argue with her. “We’ll go together.”
 
   “You don’t want to do this,” the doctor warns. 
 
   Destiny cocks her head. “What are you so scared of?”
 
   He bites his lip. “Nothing.”
 
   “Get up,” she says, amazed at the coldness in her voice. Her entire body feels numb, moving automatically, her mind blank. She’s protecting herself from the fear, from the sadness, from the anger, a form of shock setting in, driving her forward.
 
   The guy manages to get to his feet, and she aims the gun at his head. “Whoa! What the—”
 
   “I’m not going to shoot you if I don’t have to.” In truth, she doesn’t know if she’d shoot him no matter what he does, but she’s hoping to not have to make that decision. “Show us where he is.”
 
   As the doctor staggers forward, she shoves the bloody knife back in its holster and offers a hand to Michael, who takes it, pushing with one hand while she pulls him up. “Hold on,” she whispers, although the weakened man doesn’t need her urging, immediately roping his arm around her shoulders. 
 
   He’s heavy, but his legs are helping, and she concentrates on keeping the gun on the doctor, more as a threat than a promise. The doctor turns right, and she realizes he’s leading her back to where she was once imprisoned, a place she’d rather not even think about, much less visit.
 
   The door is already open, the lighting dim. On the same slab that Harrison was once strapped to, lies the Destroyer, his arms splayed at his sides, his eyes closed. He’s so motionless he could be dead, but then Destiny notices the slight rise and fall of his chest. 
 
   He’s only sleeping.
 
   Her hand begins trembling as she realizes she’s so close to her goal, her nemesis helpless and vulnerable. She takes a deep breath, pushing it out between tight lips. She can do this.
 
   “Over there,” she says, motioning with the gun to the side. The doctor moves aside, flush with the wall. 
 
   “We’re all dead if you do this,” he says.
 
   “Explain,” she says.
 
   He scrunches up his face. 
 
   Destiny’s tired of his secrets, tired of living in a world of fear, tired of the Destroyer doing anything he wants with no consequences. It’s time to end all of that.
 
   She takes two steps forward, wanting to get close enough to not miss her shot but not so close that the Destroyer could hurt her if he wakes up. His hand moves slightly and she almost shoots a wild shot, but then takes another deep breath to calm her frazzled nerves. It was just a subconscious flinch, nothing more. Gritting her teeth, she raises her gun with a steadiness that’s contrary to the butterflies fluttering about in her stomach. Taking aim, her finger flirts with the trigger. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Something’s been going on. There have been distant, echoing shouts and a blast that sounded like a gunshot, but the Destroyer can’t seem to make sense of any of it.
 
   Not until he hears a voice he never thought he’d hear again. Not until he feels a change in the air, the nearly imperceptible molecular rifts caused by moving bodies. Not until his system’s warning alarms come back to life, sending a jolt of emergency energy through his body.
 
   He moves with superhuman speed, twisting to the side. A gunshot sounds, exploding in his ears, but he forces himself to his feet and charges toward the noise, swinging his fists with reckless abandon. He’s already fading, fading, fading, the last of his emergency reserves spent, and he knows this is the end, the end, the end…
 
   Until he sees a light in his head. His eyes are still closed, but he can see a question, floating in his mind, backlit by white light, the letters bold and black. 
 
   Okay to run video?
 
   There’s a holo in his head. An upgrade. His contact came through for him, not only getting someone to repair his system, but also improving it, building a holo-screen into the very fabric of his mind. And although he’s too weak to move, he instinctively knows he has just enough energy left to reply. So he does.
 
   Yes.
 
   Just before he drifts away, he smiles.
 
   Come to me.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It all happens so fast, like a nightmare tearing into a good dream. The Destroyer is conscious again, diving off the table, and Destiny’s shot goes wide, ripping chunks out of the wall. And then he’s coming at her, impossibly fast, hammering her arm, knocking the gun from her grip. It clatters across the floor, the sound echoing raucously.
 
   Her heart hammering in her chest, Destiny throws her arms up to protect herself from his next blow. To her surprise, it never comes. His arm drops and he slumps to the floor, motionless once more. And for some psychotic reason that Destiny may never understand, the damn cyborg is smiling.
 
   “Freak,” she mutters, letting out a deep sigh of relief. She draws her knife and steels herself, preparing to stab the second person of the day, which equals the total for her life. 
 
   “Don’t freaking move,” a voice says. She freezes at the command, only allowing her head to turn slightly. The doctor has the gun pointed at her head. Nearby, Michael Kelly is on one knee, looking at her helplessly. To her relief, the Destroyer remains on the floor, motionless. Unconscious again?
 
   “You won’t do it,” she says. “You’re not a killer.”
 
   “I’m warming up,” the guy says. Blood is soaking through the makeshift bandage, and his entire rumpled appearance makes him look frantic. 
 
   “You’re scared,” Michael wheezes. 
 
   “Shut your mouth!”
 
   “Whatever it is—whoever it is—we can protect you if you help us.”
 
   Destiny is so close to finishing off the Destroyer. One quick thrust and it’ll be over. Will he be able to shoot fast enough to stop her? Would he shoot at all? From the deranged look on his face, she suspects he might. 
 
   “No one can protect me. Not if I fail the Destroyer.”
 
   “Why not? Whose orders are you here on?” Michael asks, dropping to both knees now, unable to sustain himself.
 
   The doctor growls out his response.
 
   “The President of the Reorganized United States of America.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Breaking News: Lifer Leader Caught! City Lockdown Lifted!
 
    
 
   The Department of Population Control announced early this morning that the number two Most Wanted criminal in the RUSA has been caught and terminated. Known simply by the alias Jarrod, the leader of the terrorist organization, the Lifers, was apprehended while attempting to place explosives inside one of the major Tubes in Saint Louis. A shootout ensued, but a cross-department team of Hunters and Crows eventually terminated Jarrod, while only sustaining a minimum of injuries.
 
    
 
   The mysterious terrorist’s body was fingerprinted and scanned, but due to the convoluted tangle of false names and biographical information set up to disguise his true origins, Pop Con analysts have so far been unable to identify him. According to sources close to the situation, an anonymous tip led to the termination, although it’s suspected it was a jaded former member of the Lifers. President Ford had this to say:
 
    
 
   “I want to personally congratulate Charles Boggs and his extraordinary men and women for eliminating a threat that has long plagued our great country’s capital city. We can all rest easier because of your efforts. Additionally, the country owes a great debt of gratitude to the informant, whoever he or she may be. I encourage him or her to come forward with the knowledge that any previous crimes will be forgiven. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   In a conversation with one of our reporters, Charles Boggs was confident that the threat level has been substantially reduced, allowing for the citywide lockdown to be lifted. “For their leader to take such a massive risk and show his face in the city, it’s clear to us that the Lifers have run out of resources, both human and financial. We fully expect the Lifer movement to fizzle out on its own as remaining suspected members are rounded up and terminated.”
 
    
 
   A secondary impact of the well-timed news is that what has been called “The Concert of the Century” will NOT be cancelled, contrary to rumors. In fact, the president himself urged ticketholders to “Have fun, be safe, and celebrate everything we have.” The members of Sonic Boom were not available for comment, but their manager assured us that they are excited for the event and preparing to put on an epic show.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   Lifer131: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   SarahBanks44: YES! I’ve been waiting for this concert for MONTHS!
 
    
 
   PawnHee: Congrats to Charles Boggs. He might be just the man this city has been looking for.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   “Ha!” Jarrod says, raising his fist in victory. The Lifer leader’s excitement is contagious, and Geoffrey finds himself smiling a mile wide. “I knew their arrogance would be their downfall.”
 
   “So the mission is still on?” Geoffrey asks, his fingernails biting into his palm in anticipation.
 
   Jarrod’s smile fades slightly, and he puts his arm around Geoffrey’s shoulder. “If you want it to be, it is.”
 
   “More than ever,” Geoffrey says, thinking of his sister, thinking of Gonzo.
 
   “You are a true patriot,” Jarrod says, and the compliment fills him with warmth from head to toe. The leader stands up and thumps Geoffrey on the back. “Now go, tomorrow’s a big day and you should spend today with your friends. Get to bed early.”
 
   “Thank you. I will.” Geoffrey makes for the exit, but then turns back. “Sir, who was the man they terminated?”
 
   “One of ours,” Jarrod says. “A lookalike. A true soldier for the cause, like you.”
 
   Geoffrey nods, feeling a strange connection to the dead man he’s never met. In less than two days, Jarrod will be talking about him like that.
 
   The thought makes him smile with satisfaction.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Something’s fishy,” Benson says.
 
   “Don’t look a gift horse, and all of that jazz,” Harrison says, nuzzling his chin against Lola’s head.
 
   “Yeah, but—”
 
   “No buts. We were worried about what Jarrod might do to Check and the others, and now he’s dead. I’d say that’s a good thing.”
 
   “Plus the concert is back on,” Simon points out. “Which means our plans are back on. I’d say the whole thing is lucky.”
 
   “That’s the problem,” Benson says, unwilling to let it go. Ever since he read the news story, a feeling has been working its way into the back of his mind, setting up shop, consuming his every thought. “Jarrod isn’t stupid and we’re not that lucky.”
 
   “I’m lucky,” Janice says, but everyone ignores her.
 
   “I agree with Benson,” Minda says, finally chiming in. 
 
   “Thank you,” Benson says.
 
   “But that doesn’t mean I think it changes anything. Regardless of whether Jarrod is dead or not, the city is no longer locked down, and the concert is going forward as scheduled. Which means we’ll be there. This is our moment, the culmination of years of hard work and preparation.”
 
   “The Lifers are planning something for the same night,” Benson says. “I know it. Gonzo tried to stop them, or maybe just delay them, and it got him killed.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” Minda says. “But any chaos they manage to bring can only help us.”
 
   “Unless it kills us,” Benson mutters.
 
   Harrison slaps him on the back. “That’s the spirit.” Lola takes it as a signal that they’re playing, and leaps into Benson’s lap, attempting to lick his face. Benson scratches under her chin and holds her away, narrowly avoiding getting drenched in fake doggy drool. 
 
   Their attention is drawn to the table as Minda’s holo vibrates against it. “Bzzzz,” Janice says.
 
   “What now?” Minda says to herself, snatching up the device and accepting the alert. A male reporter with an English accent appears holographically before them, delivering the breaking news with an impressive degree of professionalism under the circumstances:
 
    
 
   “Yet another exclusive video has been received from the ex-Pop Con cyborg known as the Destroyer. As before, we advise discretion for our younger viewers, as some of the images are quite graphic.”
 
    
 
   The holo-news pauses on a black screen for a moment, as if giving mothers and fathers time to cover their children’s eyes. Lola jumps to the floor and barks at the green lines that course through the air. The video begins with a burst of static and a voice. “Michael Kelly is alive,” the metal-tinged voice says.
 
   Beside him, Benson sees his brother’s hands tighten into fists, his knuckles white. His lips press together tightly.
 
   The video shows the Destroyer’s face in extreme close up, the horrendous cavity of his destroyed eye like the site of a bomb blast, black and red and scabbed, white pus trickling from the direct center. 
 
   With a twist, the camera swirls away from the Destroyer and pans to another figure, slumped over, strapped to a chair. The face is hidden, but Benson already knows who it is—would know even without the Destroyer announcing it at the beginning of the video. 
 
   Michael Kelly raises his head, opens his eyes, and looks directly into the camera. “Benson, Harrison, Janice, if you are out there…” He pauses, his lips clamped together, a bubble of spit forming in the corner. His eyes are bloodshot, his jaw blanketed by a thick growth of hair, his strong bare chest pale and streaked with red lines cut by the edges of the ropes. 
 
   “God,” Benson says, his stomach feeling terribly empty. Nausea rises inside him.
 
   “Say the rest,” the Destroyer chides.
 
   “If you are out there,” Michael repeats, his eyes seeming to bore directly into Benson’s. “Stay the hell away! Whatever you do, stay the hell—”
 
   The video bounces, blurring and shaking, and there’s a clattering sound as it falls to the ground, resting at a fortuitous but awkward angle that continues to display Michael Kelly’s stubborn-set jaw as the Destroyer looms over him. 
 
   “Naughty, naughty,” the Destroyer says. 
 
   Harrison leaps to his feet and shouts something unintelligible while Benson just stares at the images, horrified as their father is beaten relentlessly by the cyborg. When it’s over, Harrison’s arms hang limply at his sides and Benson’s eyes burn from being glued open. Michael Kelly isn’t moving, his face bloodied and bruised and swollen—nearly unrecognizable. 
 
   “I’ll keep him alive,” the Destroyer says. “But not for long. Two days. That’s all you have. Two days or he dies. You know where he’ll be.”
 
   A metallic hand reaches toward them and smothers the view, and the video ends. 
 
   “He’s still alive,” Janice says calmly, as if she hasn’t just watched her husband get beaten half to death. “Yeah. I told you. He’s still alive.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “We don’t know when this video was taken,” Simon says. “He could be dead already.”
 
   “Not dead,” Janice chimes in. Lola barks her agreement.
 
   The argument has been going around and around for almost an hour, and the little time they have feels like it’s slipping through Harrison’s fingers. He wants to go after his dad, but not just for him.
 
   “I’m going,” Harrison says, interrupting something Simon is saying. 
 
   “Gonna be hard to stop my Harrison when he wants something,” Janice says.
 
   “We decide together,” Minda says. 
 
   “He’s our dad,” Benson says. “We decide.”
 
   Minda lets out an exasperated explosion of breath, which makes Lola flinch. “This isn’t just about your family,” she says. “This is bigger than any of us.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that!” Benson shouts, starting to run an angry hand through his hair but then stopping when he realizes it’s still gelled into a sharp Mohawk. As Lola cowers against him, Harrison’s glad to see the fire back in his brother’s eyes. He’s lost so much, far more than Harrison ever did. If anyone should be curled up in a ball, it should be his brother. But he’s not. He’s still here. He’s still fighting. 
 
   “We decide,” Harrison agrees, “but we won’t hang you out to dry.”
 
   Benson frowns, not understanding.
 
   Minda says, “Meaning?”
 
   Harrison explains what has only just become obvious to him. “If we decide to mount a rescue mission for my father, only one of us goes.”
 
   Benson’s eyes narrow and his lip twitches. “And by one you mean you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No,” Benson says.
 
   “It makes sense,” Minda says.
 
   Harrison can tell his brother gets it because he looks away. Benson seems to speak logic better than any other language. “We can afford to lose one of us—not Janice—but not all of us,” Harrison says. “We can’t risk the whole mission on saving one man, but we can risk me. You don’t need me for the concert tomorrow.”
 
   Benson won’t look at him, his head shaking. 
 
   “I’ll come with you,” Simon says, surprising Harrison with a complete one-eighty. The Canadian Digger shrugs. “I still vote no, but if you’re going, I’ll go, too.”
 
   “No,” Harrison says. “I appreciate the offer, but no. We can’t risk more than one on this. It’s too risky.”
 
   “We can go together after the mission tomorrow,” Benson says, his words aimed carefully at the wall on the other side of the room. There’s no conviction behind them, as if his brother fully knows his argument is weak.
 
   “That’s cutting it close. We risk being too late.”
 
   “Why does it have to be you?” Benson asks, turning sharply, his eyes blazing.
 
   Harrison stares sadly into his own face. “Because I know where Dad is being held. Because I know how to handle the Destroyer. And because I can guarantee Destiny has the same idea.”
 
   The fire in Benson’s eyes go out, replaced by wide-eyed, eyebrow-raised surprised. “Destiny? Why would she—”
 
   Harrison almost smiles. Benson doesn’t take long to figure anything out, although in this case he managed to beat his brother to the conclusion. “She was searching for redemption once before, and she didn’t get it. If she saw the news about our father, she’ll head straight for him. She’ll think it’s her last chance to make up for her mistakes.”
 
   “She doesn’t owe us anything,” Benson says. “None of this was her fault.”
 
   “We all know that,” Harrison says, “but she’s in a dark place right now. She’s searching for the light.”
 
   “Mom?” Benson says. “Talk him out of it. Please.”
 
   Janice hugs her son, saying nothing. Harrison loves her for her silence.
 
   “Hopefully I’ll be back before you leave tomorrow night,” Harrison says, grabbing his hoverboard. “If not, kick some Pop Con ass for me.”
 
   Simon ropes a huge bearlike paw out to shake his hand. “Don’t get yourself dead,” he says. “And I’m coming anyway.” When Harrison juts out a jaw in defiance, Simon crushes his hand. “Try to stop me.”
 
   He pretends it doesn’t hurt, squeezing back as hard as he can. “I guess having an ogre with me could come in handy,” he says between gritted teeth.
 
   When Simon releases him, Minda surprises him with a quick hug, her brown eyes rapidly looking away. “We’ll be waiting. For all of you.”
 
   Janice releases Benson and stretches her arms around Harrison’s back, pressing her cheek to his chest. “You are so strong. You are so good. And I’m proud of you.” Harrison feels himself getting choked up, but then she adds, “Zoran is proud of you, too,” and he laughs. 
 
   “Tell Zoran I appreciate it,” he says.
 
   “Don’t worry, he heard you,” Janice says, raising her wrist to show him the watch. “He hears everything.”
 
   Seeming to sense what is happening, Lola bounds up, pawing at his leg. He can tell she wants to go. He picks her up and says, “Not this time, girl. Somebody’s got to watch out for all of these helpless people.” She licks his face and he puts her down.
 
   “Bense,” he says, finally turning to his brother, who still hasn’t gotten up off the couch. 
 
   His twin’s expression is stony and hard, and he looks more like Harrison than ever. Maybe they have a lot more in common than just genetics. Regardless, he doesn’t want to make this any harder than it has to be. “See you around,” he says, starting for the door. 
 
   “Wait.”
 
   When he turns, his brother stands and closes the distance between them, hugging him hard. For the first time, Harrison realizes his brother is the same height as him, and it feels weird. For some reason he always thought of him as shorter, but not anymore. He slaps his brother on the back and says, “Thank you,” and Benson says, “Be safe,” and then Harrison’s gone, out the door without looking back. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Benson tries to distract himself with Minda’s holo, using it to send a message to an anonymous username Check used to use. He keeps the message cryptic, in case Pop Con is checking all holo-messages for suspicious activity. When he receives no response, he sends two more.
 
   An hour later he’s still staring at the holo-screen, waiting for it to flash with an incoming message. Instead it’s dark, having shut itself down to conserve energy. 
 
   “I remember the games you used to play,” Janice says, plopping down beside him on the couch. 
 
   “Do you?” Benson says, his eyes flitting up to meet the gaze of the woman who used to make him laugh so hard he thought he might pee himself. Although her fake retinas make them look so different, he can still feel her real eyes behind them, watching him like she used to ten years earlier. 
 
   “Memories are like ducks,” Janice says, and when Benson gives her a funny look, she insists, “They are! Sometimes they’re right there on the glassy surface of the water, so clear you can practically reach out and touch them. Other times they dunk their heads and you can barely see them; it’s like looking through a fog. And then they might fly away, leaving you to admire their beauty from afar.”
 
   Benson shakes his head with amazement. Ever since he was reunited with his mother, he’s been trying to understand her, to connect with her on some deep emotional level. The way he thinks Harrison is able to connect with her. But now he realizes that he doesn’t need to, and maybe that’s not the way his twin sees it at all. She’s his mother and she loves him, and that’s the most important thing. All he has to do is love her back and admire the sun-like brightness of her beauty and strength that appears at the most unexpected times, filling those around her with warmth. 
 
   “What?” she asks. “Did my words say the wrong thing?” She’s not frowning exactly, her look of concern almost child-like in its innocence. 
 
   “No, Mom,” Benson says. “You can only say the right things.”
 
   She laughs at that, high and mirthful, like the tinkling of wind chimes, and it takes Benson back to the games they used to play. Some were made up, like the one where they’d draw squares on the back patio and have to hop on only one foot to complete the course. Others were on the holo, and Benson always won. During those times, Janice would laugh, even louder when he would win. 
 
   “I’m glad you think so,” she says. “Words can split logs and start fires and break stones, but they can also hug you and warm you and fight the wars you don’t have the strength to fight.”
 
   Benson nods and smiles and feels stupider than ever before as he tries to figure out exactly what her words mean. And that’s his problem, he knows, always thinking with his head. Although it takes considerable effort, he opens up his heart, just a crack, and lets his mother inside. 
 
   Her words are beautiful and wise and not crazy, even if they might sound like they are. She sounds different, but she’s not. She’s the same woman from all those years ago. The same, only better. Stronger. Less fearful of the world and more confident she can conquer it. 
 
   The crack opens wider and his eyes split with tears, not because of the hug his mother now offers, but because of Luce and Gonzo and his fear for Harrison and his father. His friends, too, who are a world out of reach.
 
   Sobbing into his mother’s shoulder, he lets it all out, until the crack in his heart pools with his tears and begins to heal itself.
 
   As hearts do.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The doctor locks them in Michael Kelly’s old cell without answering any of their questions. He doesn’t tie them up, however, probably because it would be too much effort considering his still-bleeding stab wound, but it doesn’t matter anyway. 
 
   Because they’re stuck. Stuck and clueless as to what the President of the RUSA could possibly have to do with the doctor helping save the Destroyer’s life. 
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” Destiny says, running a hand over her mountain of hair. Her back is pressed to the wall. Michael Kelly sits across from her, elbows on knees. Under the halo of light provided by the flashlight that the doctor generously left them with, he could almost be Harrison, such is the strength of their resemblance. The posture is all wrong to be Benson. 
 
   “How do you know my sons?”
 
   She wants to say her own name, but she knows that’s not right. “Bad luck,” she says, and she means for Harrison, not her. She doesn’t offer to elaborate.
 
   “Seems there’s a lot of that going around.”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me.”
 
   “Why are you here, Destiny?”
 
   “To kill the Destroyer.” Those four words that once would have filled her with fire and passion, now leave her empty, a task so impossibly out of reach she might as well be trying to pluck the stars from the sky. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’s evil.”
 
   “A lot of people are evil. Are you going to kill them all?”
 
   “He’s trying to hurt your family. And I couldn’t let him.”
 
   Michael’s silent for a minute, and Destiny hopes he’s run out of questions. She doesn’t feel like talking anymore. Talk won’t save her friends. Or them.
 
   “You care about my family?”
 
   She nods grimly. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   She closes her eyes. Speaks slowly, deliberately. “In case you haven’t guessed, I’m a Slip. Everyone hates me, wants me dead. But not your family. So I guess they’re my family now, too.”
 
   When she opens her eyes, he’s watching her with interest. “You know that you’re good, right?” Michael asks.
 
   “No one’s good,” she says. “We’re all just different shades of bad.” She hates the way she sounds, but can’t seem to shake the sinking feeling she’s had ever since getting so close and then failing. 
 
   “Harrison, too? And Benson? What about Janice?”
 
   “Not them. Never them.”
 
   “Then not you either. If you care about them, then not you.” She gets the feeling that he’s not just talking about her. She remembers the fallout after the truth surfaced about Michael Kelly. It was confusing. He had an illegal son and yet he’d been helping Pop Con kill UnBees? How did that make any sense? Even knowing what she knows now—that he was only doing it to protect Benson and carry out the consortium’s plans—she still can’t understand how he was able to do it. Give those orders. Watch innocent children be murdered. She can’t fathom it. 
 
   And yet, she finds words spilling from her lips before she can hold them back. “You’re not a monster either.” 
 
   “I don’t have scaly skin or fangs, no,” Michael Kelly says. “But I’m as much of a monster as that cyborg in there.” She wants to rebuff him, but he’s got more to say. “I always knew it, too. I could barely look at myself in the mirror. I distanced myself from Harrison, from Janice, because I knew they needed to hate me when the truth came out. They needed to stay safe from the monster lurking nearby.”
 
   A hopeful thought pops into Destiny’s head. “But if the plan works and Pop Con is dissolved, you’ll be redeemed. Everyone will have to forgive you.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, Destiny,” he says. “There’s no redemption for people like me. And I don’t want it because I don’t deserve it. All I want is my family safe.”
 
   She doesn’t want to believe him, but before she can even consider what to say next, the door creaks open and the doctor waves them out the door with his gun. His shoulder is more heavily bandaged now. His face is sheened with sweat. 
 
   “The Destroyer is awake,” he says. “He wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Let her go,” Michael says. “He only needs me. She has nothing to do with this.”
 
   “Too late,” the doctor says. “He wants you both. I have to obey.” His voice strengthens suddenly and he bellows, “Now MOVE or I’ll shoot her NOW!”
 
   With no other choice, they stand and stumble into the corridor, letting him herd them back toward where they last saw the Destroyer. His head is propped up on a pillow, and he watches them enter. Destiny tries not to show her fear when she sees the vicious smile plastered on his face.
 
   “Hello, Slip bitch,” he sneers. “You tried to kill me.” His statement is incredibly matter-of-fact considering the subject matter.
 
   She wishes she could channel some of Harrison’s wit right now, say something devilishly clever, but her mouth is too dry to speak. 
 
   “And Michael Kelly, too? What a beautiful face to wake up to.”
 
   “What do you want, Domino?” Michael says, and Destiny is amazed at how even his tone is. Almost tired. 
 
   “Want? Only for both of you to die,” he says.
 
   Destiny’s mouth flops pathetically open, like that of a fish out of water, but she can’t seem to close it. Her breath is gone, her heart beating erratically.
 
   “Kill them both!” the Destroyer growls at the doctor, veins bulging from his face. His body begins shaking and his eye rolls back in his head. Drool meanders from the corner of his twisted lips. Seconds later, his jaw goes slack and he collapses back onto the bed.
 
   Destiny’s eyes fly to the doctor, who’s got the gun levelled on her chest. This is it. Oh god. This is it. I’m not ready, not ready, not—
 
   “Steady, doctor,” Michael says. “Your master is unconscious. This is your choice, not his. Are you ready for her blood to be on your hands?”
 
   The doctor’s eyes never leave Destiny’s. She sees the moment he makes the decision, his unblinking stare working in tandem with his locked jaw and tightened muscles, running in coils down his arm, through his hand, and to his finger, which depresses the trigger.
 
   The gun explodes with fire and Destiny screams.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Everything is dark. Destiny’s world is gone. She failed. Failed her friends, failed herself.
 
   And yet…she hears sounds:
 
   Someone sobbing, shhhhhing whistling through teeth, a voice wracked with pain echoing through the darkness.
 
   “I can’t. Can’t do it. Can’t do it.”
 
   Her eyes are closed, she realizes. And when she opens them, the world returns to the black of the blank holo-darkened walls and the pale white face of the doctor, who continues to hold the gun in trembling hands.
 
   Her gaze cuts sharply to the left. Michael Kelly is hunched over, in so much pain he can barely stand. Has he been shot? Did the bullet go wild and hit him instead? No. There’s no fresh blood on him; any injuries are from days past, suffered under the vengeful care of the madman on the metal slab. 
 
   Michael’s head lifts, but he looks past Destiny to the doctor. “No,” he breathes.
 
   “Have to,” the doctor’s voice says. “It’s me or you.”
 
   When Destiny looks back at the man who shot his gun from point blank range and missed purposely, her heart ka-chunks in her chest. His hand is still holding the gun, still shaking, but the barrel is now flush with the side of his head. An errant thought ping-pongs around in her brain: Do it.
 
   The tears pool in her eyes immediately, rushing out in hot streams, and she can taste salt on her lips. And she hates the person she’s become—the person who would hope for a man to take his own life, as she once almost did. All because she wants a second chance at an impossible redemption. 
 
   For the first time in the last week, a gear seems to turn in the right direction in her head, locking into place in such a way that she feels warm and right. This man doesn’t have to die for her to have a reason to live. Nor does the Destroyer, although she can’t help but hope he does. Words spill through her mind. All the words Harrison spoke to her on the journey from Refuge to the Lifer safe house to Saint Louis and after their escape from this very same prison. Words that she thought she’d rejected, that her ears had turned out at the door, are in there. Not lost, not rejected…waiting. Waiting for this moment of realization where she sees herself in the lost, hopeless man standing before her with a gun to his head.
 
   “No!” she practically shouts, reaching out a hand.
 
   At the movement, he says, “Stay back. Just stay back.” His face is streaked with tears and eyes that are fathomless black holes of self-hatred, loss and despair. 
 
   “Don’t do this. You don’t deserve this.” She’s shocked at how calm her words sound when her nerves feel split open. 
 
   The man laughs, and she takes a step back in surprise. But no. It’s void of mirth, not a real laugh. A scoff. “You don’t know the first thing about what I deserve.”
 
   “I know you’re human. I know you didn’t shoot me when you could have. I know you don’t want anyone else to die.”
 
   He bites back something, a memory perhaps, as more tears overflow the pools in his eyes. “No,” he says. “I don’t. They already took her from me, but I can’t let them take anyone else.”
 
   “We can help you,” Michael Kelly offers. “We have a real plan to change things, and we can help your family.”
 
   “My family?” He throws up his hands and the gun waves dangerously through the air. “You can’t help something that’s broken. My daughter is authorized. We did everything right. And they killed her anyway. Said I should think long and hard before I tried to defy them again, or they’d take my wife too.”
 
   Destiny realizes her hand is on her forehead, her fingers massaging the headache that’s slowly setting in. A missing piece of this man’s puzzle is just out of reach.
 
   “You delivered UnBees,” Michael Kelly says, recognition dawning in the sureness of his tone. 
 
   Destiny’s eyes never leave the doctor’s as he nods. “We needed the money, and anyway, surely a few more people weren’t going to make a difference. We didn’t know anyone who was starving. The shelves at the stores were all fully stocked. What was the harm?”
 
   “I remember you,” Michael says.
 
   “You should,” the doctor says. “You interrogated me. For a while, at least. I stonewalled you and you left. Someone else came in.”
 
   “Corrigan Mars.”
 
   “He wasn’t as gentle. I eventually gave him the information he wanted. Names, locations.”
 
   “We planned several more missions because of what you told us.”
 
   “You killed children,” the doctor says, and the sadness in his tone is replaced with venom.
 
   Destiny doesn’t look at Michael. She can’t. She has to keep seeing him as Harrison’s father, not as the ex-Head of Pop Con. 
 
   “I—I know,” Michael says. 
 
   “You should be the one with the gun to your head.” 
 
   “Yes.” Michael’s voice is whisper-soft, ghostly.
 
   The doctor shakes his head. “This screwed up world should be burned to the ground.”
 
   Destiny doesn’t know what to say. It’s hard to disagree with him when she’s feeling the exact same way. They are the perfect examples of his message. None of them wanted the lives they ended up with. None of them wanted people to die because of them. And yet they were powerless to stop it from happening anyway.
 
   “How are you alive?” Michael asks, his voice cracking.
 
   “You don’t know? The government needs crooked doctors, too. Particularly ones they can control. I wished they’d just killed me instead.”
 
   “Your daughter,” Destiny says, wishing the words back the moment they escape her lips.
 
   “Yeah, my freaking daughter!” the doctor screams, shoving the gun back to his head. “And if I don’t either kill you or myself, they’ll take my wife too. So which do you prefer? You choose. I’m warming up to either option.”
 
   Everything is spiraling out of control, and Destiny wishes she had a reset button so they could start this conversation over. Or maybe so she could unlearn everything she’s just heard. The pain of this man, of this father, feels like a dark well in the center of her gut, and her heart is trapped down there, trying to claw its way up unclimbable walls, made smooth and glassy by the fires of his torment. 
 
   “Me,” she says. “Take me.”
 
   “No,” Michael says, his voice even weaker. She realizes he’s in a crouch now, his legs unable to sustain his weight any longer. 
 
   The doctor’s head cocks to the side in surprise. The momentary expression on his face is that of an innocent child, washed clean of the mistakes of his past. “I—I—”
 
   Movement draws Destiny’s attention away from the doctor, who continues to stutter. The Destroyer’s arm twitches and he groans. Spit bubbles from his lips. His eye flutters open, flicking around, disoriented, but then locking on her. A shiver runs down her spine.
 
   “Kill her,” the Destroyer says, lifting his head, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. 
 
   “I—I—”
 
   Destiny feels herself inching away as the Destroyer eases to his feet. She wants to be brave, to be the one who finally stands up to the monster rising up before her, but the fear is back, freezing her to the hard ground beneath her. She tries to activate her hoverskates, but can’t seem to move her feet in the right way. 
 
   The Destroyer wobbles slightly, his legs uncertain at first, but then he manages a step forward. Toward the doctor. “Kill them, or I will!”
 
   The doctor still has the gun to his head, but then he turns it on Destiny, his expression full of indecision. “I—I—”
 
   “Shoot her!”
 
   “I—I’m sorry,” he says.
 
   Destiny’s feet still won’t move, and anyway, she knows she can’t outrun a bullet, even with her hoverskates. From the side, Michael lets out a roar of agony, exploding from his haunches and plowing into her the moment the doctor depresses the trigger. 
 
   The gunshot is like a bomb blast in the confined space. Destiny feels weightless for a moment, her body airborne, before she smashes hard onto the ground, Michael’s heavy form crashing down atop her a moment later. Splitting pain crackles through her shoulder, her knee, her ankle. Her elbow is ringing, having miraculously protected her head. Michael is a dead weight on top of her, his eyes barely open, slitted like oyster shells. 
 
   The doctor stands over them, and the Destroyer says, “Yes,” the throaty word full of glee and malice. 
 
   Her fear is gone, replaced with stark acceptance. If this is her end, then she’s satisfied. And looking into the hopeless eyes of the doctor, she realizes that no one needs a purpose to live, not even her. They’re entitled to life simply because they exist. “I forgive you,” Destiny wheezes, and she sees a spark skitter across the doctor’s numb expression. 
 
   He chews his lip, as if contemplating something. The Destroyer says, “What are you waiting for? Do it!”
 
   His face wet with glistening tears, the doctor offers the slightest of nods to Destiny and they share a secret smile, an almost imperceptible acknowledgement of the connection they share because of their mistakes. 
 
   And then, because it’s what she would do, he does what Destiny knows he’ll do:
 
   He whirls around and pulls the trigger.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison had planned to go in quietly. He and Simon had lifted the manhole cover and carried it to the side, resting it gently on the asphalt. An aut-car whipped around them, so close he could feel the breeze, its passenger shouting “Get out of the way, moron!” as it passed. But he didn’t care, because his father might be down there, and Destiny, too, and he wasn’t about to wait until the cover of night to go in. Simon, to his credit, didn’t argue, risking everything for a mission he held very little skin in. 
 
   Now, even as Harrison prepares to ease himself quietly onto the ladder, he realizes how much attention they’ve drawn already. With the lockdown lifted, there are dozens of people on the streets, many of them stopping to gawk at the teenage kid and the enormous man standing in the middle of the road. He wonders if they should’ve waited.
 
   Everything changes when he hears the gunshot ricocheting through the dank tunnels below. He exchanges the briefest of glances with Simon, and then he clambers down the ladder, his feet ringing out on the metal. He’s dimly aware of the racket Simon makes behind him, but he doesn’t stop, skipping the last three rungs and dropping to his feet with a heavy thud. He takes the steps three at a time, bounding down to the narrow corridor that holds the darkest of memories. 
 
   There are voices in the distance, and then there’s another booming gunshot. His footsteps slap the stone floor and Simon is shouting for him to “Wait!” but nothing can stop him now. He pulls out his gun, the metal cold against his hot, sweaty palm. He slows his stride only slightly when he notices an open door to his right, the space barely lit by a flashlight resting on the ground. The beam cuts a bright yellow swathe along the floor, but turns hazy and orange when it meets an empty chair twisted with ropes.
 
   He sprints onward, toward the gaping maw of a nightmarish room that nearly became his tomb mere days earlier. Without considering the consequences, he charges into the beast’s mouth with reckless abandon, flashing his gun from side to side. 
 
   The Destroyer is the first one he sees, his face a snarling mask as he wrestles a gun away from some guy he doesn’t recognize. Blood is pumping from the cyborg’s stomach, but it doesn’t seem to be having any impact on him. 
 
   The desire to let his bullets fly without abandon is tempered by the fear of hitting someone who is clearly on his side. He’s about to race to the man’s aid when he spots two dark forms on the floor to the side. A frizzy-haired head pops up and looks his way, her big, brown eyes widening in surprise. “Harrison?”
 
   Simon smashes into him from behind, but simultaneously steadies him with his massive hand. “Get them out,” Harrison says, motioning to Destiny and the other person whose face he doesn’t have to see to recognize. “Get Destiny and my father out.”
 
   Simon rushes over and hauls them to their feet, dragging them back the way they came. “Wait!” Destiny cries. “Harrison.”
 
   But he doesn’t listen, can’t listen, because this ends now. He points his gun at the Destroyer, who, seeming to finally register his presence, rips the gun from the man’s hand and twists him around in front of his body, using him as a human shield. 
 
   Harrison dives to the side as the Destroyer fires, the bullet zinging past. His mind races. He can’t shoot back or he might hit the guy, so he scrambles on all fours back through the doorway as another bullet chisels away at the wall behind him. The desire to flee pounds in his chest. Like before, they could get away. He’d have Destiny and his father again, safe and sound. He doesn’t know the guy in there, doesn’t owe him anything. But he can’t run, not anymore.
 
   This ends today.
 
   There’s the sound of a scuffle and a groan and then the clop of footsteps on stone. Harrison steadies his aim, facing the doorway. A face appears and he almost shoots, holding back at the last second, but a gunshot pierces the momentary silence anyway. The guy stops dead in his tracks, a freaky smile crossing his lips before he drops, his chest blooming with red from the bullet that passed all the way through his body. 
 
   A deep-throated laugh pours from the room. “Who’s next?”
 
   Suddenly Destiny is by his side, whispering in his ear. “There’s nothing else we can do. Let’s go. Live.” Metallic steps resonate toward them, and Harrison makes a split-second decision, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her away. He can risk his own life, but not hers. Get her out first, then go back to finish it.
 
   An awful and electric sense of deja vu streaking just under his skin, he forces his legs to go faster than ever before. Destiny races ahead on her hoverskates, careening up the steps just off the ground, using the incline as a ramp. Above them, Simon is muscling his father through the manhole to safety. 
 
   There are loud, unmasked sounds of pursuit behind them, and Harrison stops before the steps to turn and fire. His action seems to have no impact, the Destroyer charging forward, coming into view, his gun exploding with tongues of flame. Bullets spark off the wall a hairsbreadth from Harrison’s head, but he doesn’t back down, firing again, targeting the Destroyer’s head but missing. The cyborg roars and Harrison fires once more, this time lowering his aim. 
 
   The Destroyer grunts from the impact as the slug buries itself in his chest, but he doesn’t stop coming. 
 
   “Holy bots,” Harrison mutters, finally realizing that the Destroyer won’t be stopped by his gun, not in his current deranged state. He turns and gallops up the stairs, not looking back for fear it will give the Destroyer the advantage he needs to catch up. More bullets whizzing past, he grabs the ladder and practically flies up it, stretching for the cloud-filled sky above him. Rough, strong hands grab him and pull him to the street, which is full of people. 
 
   Harrison ignores them as the cyborg bellows behind him. 
 
   “Let go of me,” Harrison says to Simon, ripping free of his grasp, pointing his gun through the hole. The Destroyer is climbing after him, his mouth open, his eye full of rage. The cyborg is so close he can’t possibly miss.
 
   “Die now,” Harrison says, pulling the trigger.
 
   The Destroyer’s movement is superhuman, so fast he’s not sure exactly how he does it, swinging off to the side and avoiding the shot. In a flash he pendulums back to the ladder and takes another step up. Harrison fires again, and this time the cyborg simply raises his metal arm, the bullet deflecting harmlessly away. 
 
   Panic setting in, Harrison can’t remember whether he has any shots left or not, but he pulls the trigger anyway. The sound isn’t that of an empty chamber, but the gun doesn’t fire. A misfire, he realizes, pulling back sharply. 
 
   The Destroyer leaps through the hole, snarling like an animal. There are a few gasps and screams amongst the crowd, who shrink back, leaving a hole in their center, enough space for the cyborg and his prey. Harrison pushes Destiny behind him, but she resists, muscling to his side. “No,” he says. “Run.”
 
   “Not without you.”
 
   “I got this,” Simon says, stepping in front of both of them, his fully loaded gun aimed at the Destroyer. He pulls the trigger repeatedly, the gunshots joining with the crowd’s screams. Domino Destovan’s movements are impossibly quick, not dodging the bullets, but blocking them with the metallic parts of his body, using his arm and leg like shields. A woman in the crowd cries out as a ricochet tears into her leg.
 
   When Simon’s gun clicks in his hand, his ammo spent, the Destroyer stops. “Game over. In the name of the President of the Reorganized United States of America, I hereby sentence all of you to death for crimes against your country.” Although his words are official, coming from his spit-covered lips they sound more like the rantings of a madman. He raises the gun and Harrison knows all he has left is to give Destiny a chance of getting away. Whether she takes it is up to her.
 
   “Get ready to run,” he hisses.
 
   “You too,” she says, and he gets the feeling her plan is similar to his own.
 
   “He killed Corrigan Mars,” someone in the crowd says. 
 
   The Destroyer whirls around, scanning the faces of the people. “Who said that?” he demands.
 
   “This guy’s crazy,” someone else says, from the other side. 
 
   The Destroyer spins back. “He deserved to die,” he growls. “Just like these criminals. I was serving my country. My president.”
 
   “You made a holo of you cutting off someone’s head.” Another voice, hidden behind angry faces.
 
   “That’s sick!”
 
   “Screwed up!”
 
   “Freak!”
 
   The crowd presses in, and Harrison suddenly realizes that some of them are carrying weapons—knives and hammers and even a few firearms. They seem far more like a mob than the curious group of citizens they were a moment earlier. “You are all sentenced to termination for your treason!” the Destroyer yells, but his words are swallowed up in the roar of the crowd. Harrison is jostled from behind, and he protectively ropes his arms around Destiny, who presses her head against his chest. He searches for his father, who he knows is in far worse shape than any of them, but then he sees Simon, a head above the rest, carrying him against the human flow. 
 
   There’s a gunshot, then another, and then grunts and screams and the sickening thud of fists and feet slapping against human flesh. 
 
   The Destroyer roars, the agonized cry of a dying lion.
 
   Harrison just holds Destiny as tightly as he can, feeling only the warmth of her body against him as the rest of the world fades away.
 
   


  
 



PART 3: FLIP
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Janice is tired of the news. Tired of seeing the blurry glimpse of her husband in the video shot by some amateur holographer. Tired of waiting. She can see that Harrison’s new friend, Lola the BotDog, is tired too, her chin pressed to the carpet and her eyes closed.
 
   The news has been repeating the same information for at least two hours, and yet no one will turn it off, all staring numbly at the images dancing from Minda’s holo-screen.
 
   “The people have spoken,” Minda murmurs.
 
   Benson says, “But surely they wouldn’t have let them go.” 
 
   Janice knows who them is. Her family. Destiny. Simon. Wanted criminals, like her. Janice is sad for Benson, because he has no hope, his logical brain unable or unwilling to give him comfort or faith. She knows he’s smarter than her, but maybe being too smart isn’t a good thing sometimes. Not if it takes away your faith. 
 
   “It’s not on the news,” Minda points out.
 
   “Pop Con has probably told them to keep quiet until they can make an official statement,” Benson says. 
 
   Which makes sense, even to her, Janice thinks. And yet, “Wrong.” 
 
   Benson’s eyes flash to hers for an angry moment, but then drop to his lap, the spark doused. “Mom,” he says.
 
   She pats his leg. “I know some things,” she says. “And I feel even more.”
 
   “I know you do, Mom, but—”
 
   “Not finished,” she chides gently. “I feel things in here”—she taps her chest, where she feels her heart beating like the tick of a clock—“that you only think up here.” She points to her head, but then also points to Benson’s in case he thinks she means her head when she really means his head. She drops her hands, feeling confused.
 
   Benson takes one of them and squeezes. “Thank you,” he says. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being a mom again.”
 
   She wrinkles her brow. “I never stopped.”
 
   “I know. I know.” He ropes an arm around her and pulls her into his side, and she closes her eyes. 
 
   Lola’s eyes flash open and she starts barking a moment before the back door thuds open. “We need help,” Harrison’s voice pleads. 
 
   Janice is on her feet even before Benson, dodging around the couch to get to her son, to throw her arms around him (and Lola, who is all over him, her tail and tongue everywhere), to release him just as quickly, to pepper the father of her children’s face with kisses, ignoring the dried blood and dark bruises that make him look like a different person. It feels good not to hate him for a few shredded seconds. “You made me right,” she whispers into his greasy hair. 
 
   When she pulls back to look at his face, his eyes flicker open, and though they’re only half-moons, she can see the twinkle in them, one that hasn’t been there for years. “I found you,” he says.
 
   “You found yourself,” she says, knowing it’s probably both.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Despite all he’s lost, Benson can’t help the giddy feeling in his chest. His father’s injuries, dehydration and malnourishment are serious, but not enough that he won’t recover. Minda practically promised it. 
 
   Michael Kelly. Janice Kelly. Harrison Kelly. And him, Benson Kelly. Once scattered like dust on a gust of wind, now reunited under seemingly miraculous circumstances. 
 
   With his father heavily drugged and sleeping on a cot in the corner with Lola at his feet, Benson feels his breaths coming so easily, not sticking in his lungs like they have since this all started. His mother sighs beside him, and whispers something to her Zoran watch. Minda tends to Destiny’s wounds, supervised by Harrison, who gets in the way more than he helps. 
 
   Simon watches the holo-news, pointing each time he sees himself on the screen. “Do I really look that big in real life?” he asks.
 
   “Well, they say the holo adds five kilos,” Harrison says, “but for you it subtracted about ten. You’re way bigger in real life.”
 
   “Hilarious,” Simon says, but he smiles as the shaky video shows the Destroyer blocking his gunshots. “That dude was insane.”
 
   Wincing as Minda presses a cold compress to her shoulder, Destiny says, “How did you know we were there?”
 
   “The freak leaked a video of my father in his torture chamber to the press,” Harrison says.
 
   Destiny raises her eyebrows. “So you came to save your father?”
 
   “And you,” Benson says. “Harrison came for you.” It’s a point he has to make. He’s seen the lost look in her eyes, has seen how far she’s fallen from the spunky hoverskating girl he first met. 
 
   Destiny looks at Harrison. “But I wasn’t in the video. You couldn’t have known I’d be there.”
 
   “I knew,” Harrison says. “The girl I know would protect those she cared about, even at the risk of losing her own life.”
 
   Destiny goes quiet, allowing Minda to finish up with her in silence. Benson can sense there are a million words left unsaid between her and his brother, but either they’re not meant for the rest of them to hear, or they’re not ready to speak them. 
 
   As the late-afternoon shadows press through the frosty windowpanes, Harrison tells them how they managed to escape in the confusion, how the mob scene was so chaotic, their violent intentions so focused on ending the Destroyer, that they simply slipped away before the Crows arrived to get control of the situation. If not for their disguises and Michael’s beat-up, barely distinguishable face, things might’ve been different. Or maybe the citizens of Saint Louis have finally figured out who the real enemy is. In any case, they fled into the Tunnels and took a train most of the way back to the safe house. Though they received a lot of strange looks, especially considering Michael was unconscious and Simon and Harrison had to hold him up, no one said anything or tried to stop them. 
 
   When Harrison finishes, Benson whispers a silent thank you to his people, the lower class, the poor and the downtrodden and the silent. They may not have money or flare or full bellies, but the people he associates himself with know how to keep a secret. 
 
   Benson’s not exactly sure how to broach the next topic, so he just dives right into it. “The mission,” he says.
 
   Minda pulls her holo away from Simon and switches it off. The room falls deathly silent, broken only by the sound of aut-cars whirring by outside and the heavy rise and fall of Michael’s breathing in the corner. 
 
   “The mission doesn’t change,” Minda says. 
 
   “I know,” Benson says. “But my mom doesn’t have to go anymore.” He hates that he has to say it, to risk one parent’s life to protect another’s, but it’s the right thing. This was always his father’s mission. And now that he’s alive and with them…
 
   “He won’t be ready by tomorrow,” Minda says.
 
   “How do you know?” Harrison says, meeting Benson’s eyes in a moment of solidarity before boring into Minda’s.
 
   Minda sighs and runs a hand over her bald brown head. Tiny black hairs are just starting to sprout on her scalp. “I don’t. But you need to be prepared for the fact that he might sleep for a week straight. Your mom—Janice—would still have to go.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to do anything,” Harrison says.
 
   “I think I’m right here,” Janice says, looking around the room as if waiting for someone to confirm her statement. “I think I know how to speak.”
 
   “Mom—” Benson starts to say but she immediately cuts him off. 
 
   “I know best. For a while maybe I didn’t, but I do now.” Benson goes quiet, waiting for her to continue. “Ever since I got my two boys back, the chaos in my head hasn’t exactly quieted, but things do seem to fit together now, lining up in uneven rows. Do you know what I mean?”
 
   Although the thought of anything lined up unevenly makes him cringe, Benson nods. 
 
   Janice continues: “All the powerlessness I felt when I was in the asylum has fallen away like an old wrinkled skin”—she crinkles her nose as if in disgust at her own comparison—“and now my life is mine to live again. I won’t waste it.”
 
   “Fine, but—” This time it’s Harrison who tries to interrupt, but she plows right through his words.
 
   “Your father did some really bad stuff. I hated him for it, still hate him for it, but he never stopped visiting me, even when I gave him plenty of reasons not to. And he never stopped loving you both, even if he wasn’t supposed to. He’s sacrificed everything for us, and he thinks his soul might be damned because of it—and maybe it is—but he’s done enough. It’s my turn to do something for him.”
 
   Benson’s in awe of his mother, her words flowing from her mouth with an ease he’s never heard since he was reunited with her. Maybe the uneven rows of thoughts in her head are straighter than she thinks. Maybe they’ve all underestimated her. He doesn’t want to say it, but he has to. “It’s your choice, Mom.” Harrison fires him a scathing look, but doesn’t interject again, turning his attention expectantly to their mother.
 
   “I’m going,” she says.
 
   “No you’re not,” her husband croaks from the cot. Benson was so caught up in his mother’s speech he didn’t even notice his father shifting in his sleep, his eyes opening. 
 
   “Michael,” Janice breathes, moving over to him. As his mom reaches out and touches his face, so delicately, as if she’s stroking something as fragile as a butterfly’s wing, Benson feels as if he’s intruding on a moment so private it should be locked away in a safe. 
 
   “You can’t die for me,” Michael says. “It doesn’t work that way.”
 
   Calmly, but not forcefully, Janice says, “Wrong,” and strokes his other cheek. “Family doesn’t go one way. It goes every way. We help each other, we protect each other, and we die for each other, if that’s what it takes.”
 
   Benson bites his lip as he sees tears well in his father’s eyes. The only other time he saw his father cry, when Benson was only a boy, it scared the hell out of him. Looking back, he knows he should’ve been comforted by his father’s emotion. It meant he cared. It meant his soul wasn’t damned, that he felt remorse for his sins, for the atrocities he allowed to happen so that he could carry out a plan bigger than himself and his own family.
 
   “No,” his father says to his mother. “I can’t. I can’t lose you again. Any of you. Nothing is worth that.”
 
   Janice strokes his hair, kisses his forehead. Harrison stands and moves to her side, resting a hand on her shoulder. “This is worth it,” he says. “This is worth risking everything. You’re staying and we’re going.”
 
   And though Benson doesn’t know his father’s stubbornness as well as Harrison does, he sees the moment the resignation sets in and his father’s will cracks, broken just like his tired body. 
 
   “I love you,” he says, and his words fill the room, encompassing all of them. For Janice, it’s a reminder and a memory. For Harrison, it’s a kept promise. And for Benson, it’s a statement of undeniable truth.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I like your new hairdo,” Destiny says, reaching out to stroke Harrison’s spikes.
 
   “Really?” Harrison says, frowning.
 
   “Yeah. Now we both have crazy hair.”
 
   Harrison’s gray eyes shine. “She likes you,” he says, watching as Lola licks Destiny’s hand.
 
   It tickles and Destiny laughs, the sensation feeling so foreign to her that she almost can’t believe it’s real. “She’s adorable.”
 
   “She’s ferocious.” Although he’s already told her the story of how this little bundle of fur saved him and Simon from a bot, she still finds it hard to believe. 
 
   “Sometimes love makes us do crazy things,” she says, and she knows she’s not talking only about Lola. She hopes she’s not just talking about herself either.
 
   “It does,” Harrison says, stroking her hand where Lola just licked it. “But we’ve only just met. It seems too soon for love.”
 
   There’s a smile playing on his lips, and she knows he’s teasing her. Although Lola’s tail is wagging in her face while her tongue laps at his mouth, this conversation has nothing to do with the BotDog. Suddenly the privacy of the upstairs room feels terrifyingly intimate, despite their furry friend between them.
 
   “I’ve heard that sharing intense situations can speed up emotions,” she says. 
 
   Harrison smiles fully now, and he’s so beautiful, like a sunrise meeting a sunset. Her heart is bursting from her chest, and she can’t possibly stop herself from leaning forward, past Lola, and kissing him. The electricity between them is palpable, and what begins as a tender embrace quickly turns fierce with hunger, her hand grasping the back of his head and pulling him closer, closer…and yet still he’s not close enough. Lola barks and scurries out of the way, scrambling from the room. 
 
   Harrison mumbles something witty about how much he likes the robot’s programming, but her lips don’t care about that, because she needs him and she can tell he needs her too. Like air in their lungs and blood in their veins.
 
   And when they finally pull away, they’re both gasping and laughing, their arms around each other. “Holy geez,” Harrison says. “Where did that come from?”
 
   “From you,” she says, biting her bottom lip.
 
   “You—” His eyes paint hers, as if searching for something—some truth.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You’re okay?”
 
   Oh. God. She’d let herself forget the past. She’d imagined it away, lost in her passion, in the love she feels for Harrison Kelly, the boy who saved her more times than she saved him. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to ruin the moment.”
 
   “You didn’t,” she says. “And I’m okay.” She knows she can’t change the past, and that sometimes the present seems more out of her control than ever. But she knows it doesn’t define her. Only the future can define the person she truly is; and that’s up to her. 
 
   “You are?” She doesn’t blame him for the doubt in his tone. He’s been with her at the bottom, dragged her out of that pit of despair. And maybe she’s not out of it for good, but she is out of it for now. This time she pulled herself out, and she knows she’ll keep clawing her way to the top, until the stones and dirt she kicks down behind her fills that hole, allowing her to stand on her own two feet again. 
 
   “I learned something,” she says.
 
   He raises an eyebrow, which she likes. She likes surprising him. “Care to share?”
 
   “I thought I needed a purpose for living. For a while it was the thought of redemption, of making up for my mistakes, for saving lives to atone for the lives my actions had cost.” Harrison opens his mouth to speak, but she presses a finger to his lips. He kisses it, but stays silent. “Later, you were my reason. I wanted to protect you. This might surprise you, but I sought out the Destroyer before I knew he had your father. I was already there.” 
 
   She waits for the eyebrow to go up, but it doesn’t. “That doesn’t surprise me,” Harrison says. “It’s what I would’ve done.”
 
   She nods, feeling their connection growing by the second. “But then I realized that life is a gift that can’t be replaced. Life is the purpose. Life is always worth it, no matter how terrible you feel, no matter what mistakes you've made, or others have made. This world isn’t for running. It’s for standing. It’s for fighting. I almost killed myself, yeah, and that was a huge mistake. But you saved me. You thought I was worth saving, even if it took me longer to figure out you were right.”
 
   She shakes her head, fighting off the emotion welling to the surface. “But that mistake isn’t who I am and it doesn’t predict my future. My parents died so I could live, and I won’t throw their sacrifice away, no matter what I’ve done, no matter how far I’ve fallen. Never again. I know that now.”
 
   Harrison’s arms surround her and she folds into his warmth, allowing his comfort to touch every part of her body, to fill the holes and imperfections in her soul, even as she does the same for him. They’ll never be perfect, neither of them, but together they are.
 
   Together they are whole again. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   The Department of Population Control Announces Completion of Major Systems Upgrade
 
    
 
   Today Pop Con announced the on-schedule completion of a five year project to upgrade their major data systems. According to analysts, one of the major benefits of the new system are the in-built disaster recovery protocols, including redundancies designed to protect population control data. “Although my hand in the project was small, I’m proud of what our dedicated employees achieved,” Charles Boggs said. “Our nation can count on Pop Con to protect the sanctity of citizen records and birth authorizations for decades to come.”
 
    
 
   In other news, the sold out Sonic Boom concert already has fans lining up for three city blocks. What has been dubbed ‘The Concert of the Century’ will be a major reprieve for a city in need of some fun.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   SonicBoomFan#1: I’m 6th in line!
 
    
 
   TheSonicBoomFan: Please please please play Superhighway to Mars. Best. Song. Evah!
 
    
 
   MusicLuver: Thank bots this concert wasn’t cancelled, I would’ve cried for days. 4 real.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   To Benson, time has become the enemy. He can feel every second tick away with the beats of his heart, the minutes disappear like raindrops evaporating on a hot summer’s day, the hours vanishing into a mindless black hole, never to resurface again. The enemy—time—might very well be stealing his last memories of his family, who are sleeping right through it.
 
   He sits by his father, watching him breathe, watching the comforting rise and fall of his chest. Moonlight tumbles through a window, painting an icy sheen on Michael Kelly’s face. He almost looks angelic. It’s a wonder to Benson how everyone looks the same when they’re sleeping. Not in terms of features, but in innocence and emotion. Peaceful. Calm. Unthreatening. From the greatest warrior to the meekest lamb, we’re not that different when we sleep. 
 
   His father’s eyes flutter open, confused for a moment, but then settling on Benson. A lazy smile forms on his lips. “You should be getting some rest,” he says.
 
   “Can’t sleep,” Benson says. “Tomorrow is too important, and I don’t want to waste the time I have left.” With you, he adds in his head.
 
   Michael’s smile fades, and Benson thinks he might rekindle his argument about whether he or Janice should go, but instead he says, “There’s something I have to tell you. Not just you. Harrison too. And your mother.”
 
   Benson doesn’t like the sound of that. There have already been so many secrets between them, most kept by his father, and he doesn’t know if they can take another. “Dad, whatever it is, leave it until after the mission. We don’t need any distractions.”
 
   “But what if that’s too late?” His father’s eyes search his face, as if he’s hiding the answer somewhere in his expression.
 
   “We’re coming back,” Benson says defiantly.
 
   “There are things that are out of your control. I’ve learned that the hard way more times than I can count. Tragedy is a major part of the world we live in. You can’t run from it, can’t hide from it, can only face it head on and hope it doesn’t take everything from you.” Benson can almost see the flashes of memories flitting behind his father’s eyes, reminders of the swathe of destruction littered behind the path he’s taken. 
 
   His father doesn’t have to warn him about tragedy. “Why didn’t you tell us yesterday?” Benson asks, trying not to think about those he’s already lost. 
 
   “It’s not for Minda and Simon.”
 
   Benson sighs deeply and has the sudden urge to flee the room. “Can it wait until morning?”
 
   “It can, but this might be something worth sleeping on. Plus tomorrow you’ll need to focus on preparing for the mission.” There’s no room for argument in his father’s tone. Even in his weakest state, he still has the air of a leader who expects to be obeyed. No wonder he managed to fool so many people at Pop Con for so long.
 
   “I’ll get them,” Benson says.
 
   Harrison, with his arm draped over Destiny, looks like he wants to murder his twin when he nudges him awake. But when he hears their father’s request, he pries himself free and makes his way silently downstairs. Lola looks up sleepily, her robotic eyelids so well-programmed she could be a real dog, and watches Harrison go, but then nuzzles against Destiny and closes her eyes. Janice is far easier, her eyes popping open before he touches her, awake and alert, as if she was only pretending to sleep. She follows Benson to her husband’s bedside. 
 
   Harrison is laughing at something their father said when Benson pulls up two more chairs. Gone is his brother’s icy anger toward Michael Kelly. It’s as if he realizes they’re all very lucky to be here together, regardless of the past. He’s starting over.
 
   When they’re all situated, an awkward quiet settles in. It feels weird, the three of them hovering around his father’s bed, as if saying their last goodbyes before he succumbs to some life-threatening ailment. 
 
   “Spit it out, Dad,” Harrison says, breaking the silence. 
 
   The uncertainty is written all over Michael’s face: His lips are thin and tight, his nostrils flaring slightly, his eyes searching for anywhere to look other than the faces of his family. “I’ve lived many lies,” he starts. 
 
   “You think?” Harrison jokes. Though their father’s eyebrows lift, he doesn’t smile. 
 
   “But there’s one bigger than the rest.” The ominousness of the statement seems to thicken the air, making breathing harder. Benson finds himself holding his breath in anticipation. What could be bigger than his father being the face of population control for so many years while trying simultaneously to destroy it and save his own illegal son’s life?
 
   As his father takes a deep breath, Benson notices the way Harrison is leaning forward, his weight shifting to his feet, as if preparing to run. Janice says, “You think I don’t know my own sons?”
 
   Michael seems completely caught off guard by the statement, raising a trembling hand to his mouth, tears flooding his eyes. Benson is confused, and clearly Harrison is, too, their eyes meeting in a shared look of bewilderment. “Mom?” Harrison says.
 
   “How did you know?” Michael says.
 
   “I’m their mother,” she says. “This is a secret, but not a real one. It was all random. It was all meaningless. This is silly.” Janice crosses her arms tightly across her chest. 
 
   “But it wasn’t random,” Michael insists. “I chose. I didn’t let fate decide, like I should have.”
 
   Harrison stands, appearing as tall as a giant with the rest of them sitting. “Tell us what the hell you’re talking about.” 
 
   Janice takes Harrison’s hand, pulling him back down into his chair. “We can go to sleep now. The past is a smudge, but we don’t have to smear it anymore.”
 
   “I want to hear it,” Benson says, surprised by the sound of his own voice. He didn’t mean to speak, the words rising so quickly and fiercely that he couldn’t stop them. But they’re true. He wants to hear the truth. He has to hear the truth, spoken from his father’s lips. Because he’s already guessed it, reading between the lines in his parent’s cryptic conversation. 
 
   His father’s lips open. Close. Open again. “You were born two minutes apart,” he says.
 
   “We know,” Harrison says. “I guess I’ve always been a bit quicker than Bense.” It’s a tired old joke and Benson wishes his brother hadn’t said it now. 
 
   Michael Kelly is shaking his head. “Not always. Not at the beginning.”
 
   He still hasn’t said the words and Benson feels like screaming. His twin is still confused, or perhaps clinging to what he wants to be the truth, a fact he’s built the last few weeks around. 
 
   “Bense?” Harrison says, looking at him, his expression weighed down by anchors tied to his thick brows. “Do you have any clue what he’s saying?”
 
   Benson shakes his head, but not because he doesn’t know, because he can’t—or won’t—be the one to say it. And he knows he doesn’t need to, because his brother’s expression is already morphing from confusion to anger, sizzling beneath the surface. 
 
   “You were—” Harrison says.
 
   “Yes,” Michael says. “Benson was born first. Two minutes before you were.”
 
   Harrison’s eyes are wide and wild. “No,” he whispers. “That’s not right. That can’t be. Because that would make me—I mean, I’m the…”
 
   “No,” Benson says. “There’s no such thing. Never was. And after tomorrow none of it will matter.” He can see the madness in his brother’s eyes, and he’s scared for him. He’s impulsive enough under normal circumstances, much less the significant stress of learning such an awful, awful truth.
 
   “I’m the Slip,” Harrison says, and it’s one part wonder, one part fear, and eight parts raw venom. He’s still staring at Benson. “You should…I never should have…we should…” Benson’s never heard his brother so at a loss for words, his silver tongue abandoning him.
 
   “It doesn’t change anything.”
 
   His brother’s jaw clenches as he whirls on their father. “It changes everything!” He’s on his feet, his well-muscled arms hanging restlessly at his sides. 
 
   He spins back on Janice, who shrinks away, toward Benson, who puts a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You knew?”
 
   “A mother doesn’t confuse her children,” she says. 
 
   Michael’s voice is repentant. “I’m sorry, Son. It was an impossible choice.”
 
   Although the tension in Harrison’s body seems to speak volumes, he’s only able to get a single word out. “Why?”
 
   Everything Benson knows about his father swirls together, forming the answer. “Because you were frail as a baby,” he says. “I was stronger. Dad thought I’d have a better chance of survival as a Slip.”
 
   Harrison’s hand goes up, pressing against his forehead, his eyes closing into his palm. When they open again, he knocks over the chair and stalks away, ignoring Michael’s and Janice’s simultaneous plea of “Son.”
 
   Janice squeezes Benson’s hand, and he squeezes right back. “This is hard for him,” she says.
 
   “I know, Mom.”
 
   “Benson, I’m so sorry,” Michael says. “I only wanted to keep both of you safe. Give you each a chance for happiness.”
 
   “I know, Dad.”
 
   “You’re not angry?”
 
   Benson thinks that based on the RUSA’s laws, he should be. After all, he was technically a legal citizen and should’ve been matched with the Birth Authorization. But if he was angry, then he’d be a hypocrite. Because regardless of their order of birth, they both deserve the chance to live, to be brothers. It wasn’t his father’s impossible choice that stole that from them. It was Pop Con. “No,” Benson says. “Well, not at you guys. And I don’t think Harrison’s angry at you either, not really. He’s mad at himself. Even before he knew, he thought he’d stolen my life from me, by being stronger and faster and pushing his way to the front. It’s worse for him knowing he didn’t win his life fair and square.” Benson stands. “I need to talk to him. I need to make this right.”
 
   “We should,” his father says.
 
   “This is between us,” Benson says, patting his father’s arm. He turns and kisses his mother on the cheek. “Get some rest.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Benson finds his brother sitting on his hoverboard outside a second story window. A cool breeze is wafting inside and micro-droplets of rain mist from the sky, but Harrison seems oblivious to both, wearing only shorts and a t-shirt. Perhaps he’s warmed by the ferocity of his own temper, Benson guesses.
 
   “Want some company?” Benson asks, poking his head outside. He rubs his hands down his arms rapidly, hugging himself. 
 
   “Whatever,” Harrison says, staring absently at the night sky.
 
   Benson carefully clambers onto the board, which wobbles slightly. He tries not to look down, but can’t help it, the potential fall making his head spin. Clearly heights don’t bother his brother as much as him. Or at all. 
 
   He clamps his hands to the sides of the board, and it stops bobbing. Taking a deep breath and forcing himself not to look down, he follows his brother’s gaze skyward. Thin clouds drift aimlessly, streaking the full moon before moving on. The rain is so fine it’s almost pleasant, a far cry from the pelting thunderstorms that are typical to Saint Louis. And even the cold isn’t as bad as Benson expected, which makes sense considering it’s raining and not snowing. 
 
   “There are no answers,” Harrison says.
 
   “Not for us,” Benson agrees.
 
   “How do you not hate me?”
 
   Benson thinks about it for a moment, and although he has a dozen answers, he chooses his own question instead. “Would you hate me if our positions were reversed?”
 
   It takes his brother far longer to answer than he expected. “No. I guess not. We were only babies. In some ways, we still are. We’re ignorant to so much.”
 
   “Not anymore,” Benson says. “We get to choose our lives from now on. We get to choose what and who to fight for, and whether we want to accept the world we’ve been given.”
 
   “I feel stupid. Stupid and naïve and angry. So angry.”
 
   “At Dad and Mom?”
 
   “Yes. No. I don’t know.” Harrison’s fist is in his palm, and he’s massaging his knuckles. “Dad was doing what he thought would give us both a chance. And he probably made the right choice, you know.”
 
   Benson’s laughs. “Are you admitting I’m stronger and faster than you? Better fit for life on the streets?”
 
   “You wish. I’m admitting you’re way smarter than me. You pick your battles wisely. I wouldn’t have survived five seconds out there.” He waves in the general direction of the city lights. 
 
   “I think you’d do better than you think. Your perception would be different if it’s all you’d ever known.”
 
   Harrison raises his face to the mist, as if the rain can help him absorb his brother’s words. 
 
   “You know, our lives, our insanely insane situation is the perfect example of the absurdity of the laws. That one of us could be born two bot-lickin’ minutes earlier and live a completely different life. Or that Dad could pick one of us to be legal and the other not, only society can’t really tell which of us is allowed to be alive and which isn’t. Pretty ridiculous when you really think about it.”
 
   Harrison manages a wry smile. “But no one does think about it. They teach us not to in school. They stuff our heads full of statistics and history and fear. They tell us that we’ll all be starving in a month if we let illegals mooch off our food. Hell, I believed it until I became a wanted criminal.”
 
   “Fear is a powerful motivator,” Benson says. 
 
   Harrison shoves his knuckle in his mouth and bites down on it, growling in frustration from the back of his throat. When he withdraws his hand, his eyes are sad. “I lived your life,” he says, his voice a whisper. 
 
   “From the sounds of it, I didn’t miss much,” Benson says, attempting a joke. 
 
   Harrison shakes his head. “You missed everything. You missed out on childhood. You were living on the streets, Bense.” 
 
   “Hey, our crash pad was nicer than you might think.” 
 
   “You had to steal to survive.” 
 
   “But I did. I survived. It’s okay.” 
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   “Okay. It’s not,” Benson agrees. He marvels at the twistiness of life. One split-second decision, in the heat of the moment, can send the lives of dozens of people spiraling off in completely different directions. “But neither would it be okay if you had to survive on the streets while I went to school and was forced to live without a real mom or dad. So what does it mean if there wasn’t a ‘right’ path either way?”
 
   Harrison raises his eyebrows, and for the first time in their conversation he genuinely smiles. “It means this world is a screwed up place, I think.”
 
   “You said it. Then let’s change it. Let’s not dwell on the past, and let’s do something about it. Mom and I can’t do it without you.”
 
   “Obviously,” Harrison says. Benson feels a swirl of exhilaration in his chest, because that’s the brother he prefers. The witty, charming, somewhat cocky and enormously noble brother who will go to any lengths to protect the ones he loves.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Destiny awakes with a start, the dream fading into the early light of a pale white morning. No, not a dream, she realizes. A memory. A ghost of a thought, haunting her. A truth, appearing and then disappearing, as if wanting to be seen and wanting to hide all at the same time.
 
   The Destroyer on a slab. The doctor holding a gun to his own head. Scared of…
 
   The president, the president, the president…
 
   The moment she peels herself away from Harrison’s sleeping form, she feels colder, as if stripping away a warm blanket. He’s like a space heater; she could get used to sleeping next to him.
 
   Pulling on socks, she pads downstairs, anxious to see if anyone else is awake. She needs to talk to someone, anyone. 
 
   Minda is sitting at Michael’s bedside, speaking in hushed tones. Simon is cross-legged on the floor, his hands at his sides, his eyes closed. He appears to be meditating. Lola is near his feet, just sitting there staring up at him, as if trying to figure out a puzzle with no solution. But when she sees Destiny, she races over, leaping up on her legs, her tail moving as fast as a hummingbird’s wings. She scoops her up and presses her cheek against her soft fur. It’s so strange to her that a machine can be so loving, and so easily loved. She puts Lola down and the dog returns to her watchful position at Simon’s feet. 
 
   Janice and Benson apparently haven’t come down yet, as exhausted as Harrison. 
 
   Tiptoeing past Simon so as not to disturb him, Destiny makes her way to Michael and Minda. Their conversation seems private, and she doesn’t want to intrude, so she stops a few meters away and clears her throat. 
 
   Minda turns and sees her, and though she tries to smile, there’s a grimness belying her easygoing expression. “Good morning,” she says.
 
   Although she knows she’s being rude, Destiny has too much on her mind for pleasantries. “Did Michael tell you what the Destroyer’s doctor told us about the president?”
 
   Minda nods.
 
   “What do you think it all means?”
 
   “I wish I knew. We feel like we have all the clues, but they’re for three or four different puzzles. But the truth will come out in the end. It always does.”
 
   Destiny knows she’s right, but that doesn’t mean they can’t do something to speed it along. “Can I borrow your holo?” she asks.
 
   Minda shrugs. “Sure. Why?”
 
   “Research.”
 
   She hands her the holo and Destiny carries it to the couch. An hour later, when Harrison stumbles down the steps, she’s so immersed in old news articles and holo-blogs that she’s barely aware of the kiss he plants on her forehead or the distance he seems to keep from his father. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison dumps Lola in Simon’s lap and his eyes fly open. He blinks a few times, shaking his head. “Oh. Hey,” he says.
 
   “Were you asleep sitting up?” Harrison asks.
 
   “Uh, no. No.”
 
   “You were somewhere.”
 
   “Yeah. Somewhere.”
 
   “Let me guess, you were concentrating on growing your brain as big as your biceps? I’m right, aren’t I?” All Harrison wants to do is joke around so he doesn’t have to look at his father or feel the tension that seems to coat everything and everyone—except Lola—in the safe house. 
 
   “I’m not sure that’s possible,” Simon says, flexing his enormous arm. The fuzzy, uncertain look is gone, replaced by his usual French-Canadian confidence and flare. 
 
   “Seriously though,” Harrison says. “You meditate often?” He doesn’t think he could ever sit still for that long. Nor would he want to be lost in his own thoughts for more than a minute or two. 
 
   “No,” Simon says. “Just once a year.”
 
   “And it happens to be today?”
 
   “It’s always today.”
 
   “Why?” Simon looks away, and Harrison says, “Don’t worry about it. I didn’t mean to pry.” He’s never seen him look so hesitant. Like Harrison, Simon is a man of action.
 
   “No, it’s okay. Today’s the anniversary of my wife’s death.”
 
   “Oh, bots, I’m sorry man, I didn’t know.”
 
   “I don’t talk about her much.”
 
   Harrison is stunned. He’d never really thought about Simon’s past. Everything he’d ever heard about him started with his miraculous crossing beneath the Border Wall via a tunnel, fighting his way through dozens of guards at the end of the line, the only survivor in a large party of illegals trying to sneak in. The story has become a major part of Digger lore. But of course Simon existed before—had a life before. And, apparently, a wife. A wife who died.
 
   “What was her name?” he asks, wondering if he should just shut his mouth.
 
   Simon seems startled by the question, as if he expected Harrison’s inquiries to be of a much darker nature. A smile creeps onto his lips. “Hattie,” he says.
 
   Harrison laughs. “Simon and Hattie. Sounds like one of those comedy duos that perform late-night on the holo.”
 
   “She had a good sense of humor,” he says, pursing his lips. “She was a good woman. I was lucky to have found her.”
 
   “Yes. You were,” Harrison says, smirking. “And even luckier she didn’t run away from you screaming.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Simon says. “Don’t you want to know how she died? That’s usually the first question I get.”
 
   “Morbid curiosity is part of human nature, I think,” Harrison says. “But no, that’s your story to tell or your secret to keep.”
 
   Simon nods thoughtfully. “You want to know something really stupid?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll add it to the collection I recently started.” He can’t help glancing at his father, who’s listening to their conversation. His gaze drops to his hands, and Harrison feels bad right away. Michael Kelly could’ve taken his secret to the grave, but he didn’t. He wanted to start fresh and let his sons come inside the wall he’s had up around himself for so long. 
 
   “I was well off in Canada,” Simon says, and it’s the last thing Harrison expected to hear.
 
   “Like, rich?”
 
   “Filthy,” Simon says. “I was in the army for ten years and then switched over to the private sector, doing security work. Everyone was scared and my company made a killing. When Hattie passed though, I lost myself. I couldn’t live in the same walls, so I moved. It didn’t help. So I turned to thrill-seeking. Jumping out of planes, hover-climbing, train riding—I tried it all. I took tons of stupid chances but survived every fall, every broken bone. I became addicted to the rush, because for those few seconds where all I could feel was the line between life and death growing thinner and thinner, I forgot what I’d lost. It was like a drug for me. The highs got lower and the lows were like being buried alive. Finally, I ran out of thrills, so I took the greatest risk of all and crossed the border.
 
   “The others in my group thought I was like them—poor, desperate, willing to risk everything for the idea of a better life—but I was just in it for the rush of danger, for the moment of forgetfulness. And yet I was the one that survived.”
 
   “You deserved to survive,” Harrison says, and is surprised at how genuinely he means it. 
 
   “They did, too. They were just people trying to live, and they were mowed down like wild beasts.”
 
   “Then how did you…”
 
   “I was shot four times,” Simon says. “I think my anger was the only thing that kept my heart from stopping. I killed a dozen guards that day. And then I slipped away. It was more luck than skill that led me to the Lifers. They patched me up and put me to work. Even if I don’t exactly agree with their methods anymore, I’ll always owe them. They gave me a new lease on life.”
 
   Harrison doesn’t know exactly why, but the story seems to haunt him, pooling like shadows around his feet. Maybe because Simon seems so capable of protecting himself that it seems weird to think of him seeking out danger. Or maybe it makes complete sense. He’s not sure which.
 
   “Thank you for telling me,” he says. “I guess we should call this place The House of Sucky Lives.”
 
   “Hey, at least we all made a few friends out of it.”
 
   “At least,” Harrison says, turning away, silently thanking Simon for giving him the strength he needs to face his father.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I thought there might be answers in the rain,” Janice says when Benson approaches her. She’s sitting by the rain-streaked window, staring out at the gray and dreary neighborhood. 
 
   “Are there?” Benson asks, somewhat hopefully. On a day as monumental as today, they all need answers to questions that seem bigger than the universe. 
 
   She shakes her head. “It’s just rain.”
 
   He gives her a half-hug and plods down to the first floor. Everyone’s already up. Destiny is poring over Minda’s holo-screen. Simon has the full extent of their weaponry—six guns, eight knives, and something that appears to be a grenade, although Benson’s not sure where he got that—lined up on a counter. He’s cleaning each item meticulously, probably because of the way Harrison’s gun had misfired during the fight with the Destroyer. Minda is writing on the wall with a thick black marker, diagramming the full plan that she and Benson have been over a hundred times, including backups. 
 
   And Harrison, to Benson’s utter shock, is sitting with their father, Lola sitting under his chair. They’re not laughing, like they were the night before, prior to hearing their parent’s revelation, but Harrison also doesn’t look like he wants to kill Michael. Benson counts it as a win. 
 
   He makes his way over to Minda, acutely aware of how thick the tension is. They’re all on edge, for good reason. “Are you ready for tonight?” she asks, not looking away from her work.
 
   “Prepared? Yeah. But I’m not sure it’s possible to be ready for something like this.”
 
   Minda nods and writes Destiny next to Harrison’s name. It seems to fit perfectly next to his, like they were made to be written in tandem. Harrison’s Destiny. It certainly sounds better than “Destiny’s Harrison.”
 
   Benson drops his voice to a whisper. “So she’s going with us?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure we can’t keep her away, although I bet Harrison will try.”
 
   “My dad will be all alone then?”
 
   “He’s a big boy. He can handle it. Plus he’ll have Lola to keep him company.”
 
   “I think the hardest part for him is not being able to help,” Benson says. In that way, he feels the Kellys all have something in common. They aren’t sideline sitters. 
 
   “He just knows what I know: That it’s very unlikely we’ll all make it through tonight—or even any of us. The most we can hope for is that Janice will complete the mission. Everything else is sprinkles on the sundae.”
 
   The conflicting messages—death and destruction versus ice cream and sprinkles—seem so at odds with each other. Which will it be for them? Somewhere in the middle, is the logical answer, but he’s tired of being logical, is tired of using the rationalities in his well-organized mind to come to painful conclusions that usually turn out to be right. Today he wants to be optimistic. 
 
   “We’re all going to make it through,” he says. “And if not, we’ll honor the fallen by surviving and winning.”
 
   Minda doesn’t seem to have the heart to respond, as if unwilling to give into hope even when she desperately needs it. Benson watches as she goes back to diagramming. A few minutes later, he picks up a pen and helps her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Check has to go all the way to the topmost corner of the building and hang his arm out the window to get the borrowed holo to connect to the broader network. The Lifers have some kind of signal jammer set up, probably to protect the security of their own information and communication, but Check isn’t about to let that stop him. Not after he woke up in the middle of the night in a sweat. Although he can’t remember exactly what his dream was about, he can distinctly remember Benson’s voice in his head. Check, he’d said, like a ghost from the past. Benson’s not dead, he chides himself. Not a ghost. A living friend, regardless of the distance or politics or agendas that separate them. The voice came three times in the dream, saying nothing more than “Check” in each instance. For some reason, he knows his friend wasn’t saying his name.
 
   All he wants to do is log on to his old anonymous account, the one he’d told Benson to use a long time ago, if they ever got separated. Not that Benson would remember it. Not that he has anything left to say to him.
 
   And yet when he logs on, the messages are there, bursting from the screen with bold green headers:
 
   Hello?
 
   Are you there?
 
   Last try
 
   Each message under the headers is short, just basic stuff—everyone’s okay so far, I’m so sorry about Gonzo, we’re all shattered over here, stay safe, etc.—until the last one. The one titled “Last try.” The final message is a warning and a plea, Benson asking him to keep his eyes open, to be vigilant, to not trust Jarrod under any circumstances. And finally, to keep Geoffrey safe.
 
   While Check’s pretty sure it’s just Benson being Benson—overprotective and cautious—the message also raises goose bumps on the back of his neck. He doesn’t know why. Maybe because of the last part, about Geoffrey. The last couple of days have felt odd, and he’s noticed Geoffrey disappearing at the strangest times, only to reappear with some excuse for his absence that no one can seem to corroborate. 
 
   The kid’s been through a lot, he knows. Maybe he’s just mourning in his own way, seeking solitude to deal with his recent losses. Hell, Check doesn’t particularly like being around people right now, talking to them about stupid stuff like hover-sports and the weather, things that don’t seem to matter nearly as much as they used to. But that doesn’t mean Geoffrey’s okay. He vows to keep a closer watch on the kid after tonight’s mission. 
 
   And as for the part about not trusting Jarrod, that’s easy because Check already doesn’t. Not after what he tried to do to Benson. But that doesn’t mean that they can’t have a mutual agreement about what actions need to be taken to push the rebellion forward in Saint Louis. Now more than ever, Check has to believe that Jarrod and the Lifers can help him avenge the lives of those he’s lost. 
 
   He won’t follow blindly, but he will follow. At least until Jarrod gives him a reason not to. He wants to say all that to Benson, to reassure him that they’re still on the same side in all the ways that matter, but try as he might, he can’t get a strong enough signal to send the message. After tonight, he’ll try again. He wants his friend back, and he’ll do whatever it takes to make it happen.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Geoffrey is ready. Although he’s been saying he’s ready for a long time, he realizes it was never true until now. This single moment in time, when Jarrod helps him strap on the vest and hide it under a baggy over-shirt. When he looks in the mirror, even he can’t notice a difference. He never realized explosives were so small these days. And yet able to level entire buildings; and with them, the people who don’t deserve to exist. 
 
   Like him. Small but unexpectedly powerful. 
 
   The look of pride Jarrod gives him fills him with warmth from head to toe. “You are so much more than I’d thought you would be. And I had very high expectations for you to begin with. You’re so brave. Luce would’ve been so proud.”
 
   The words are like music, and he lets them float on a loop through his mind, until he’ll remember them exactly as they were spoken. He wants to have them at the end. 
 
   “You know, tonight will be the crowning achievement of the Lifer organization,” Jarrod says. “And you’ll be the face of it. That bastard who calls himself the leader of the RUSA will fall to his knees and weep when he sees it. If he survives it, that is.”
 
   The image makes Geoffrey laugh. President Ford crying? That’s something he wishes he could see. But he’ll have to settle for knowing that it’s his actions that will lead to the fall of the government that killed his sister and friend. 
 
   “I won’t fail you,” Geoffrey says. “I swear I won’t.”
 
   “I know,” Jarrod says, patting him on the shoulder. “You are the least of my worries tonight.” While Jarrod leaves to attend to business, Geoffrey practices with the disconnected detonator, amazed at how simple it is. Flick off the cover. Picture his sister’s face. Mash his thumb against the button. Boom.
 
   Simple and effective. All he has to do is get to the spot on the blueprint where Jarrod has decided will maximize the destruction. 
 
   Pop Con won’t know what hit them.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The old picture is like a slap to the face. Destiny stares at it, her eyes bugging out of her head. “What the bots?” she murmurs.
 
   “What?” Harrison says, looking up from his hand of cards.
 
   “Hey, it’s your bet,” Simon says. 
 
   When Destiny looks up from Minda’s holo-screen, she realizes the entire room is watching her. Well, except for Simon, who’s intensely studying his own cards. “I found something,” she says, spinning the screen and pushing the holo button. The photo magnifies and bursts into midair. 
 
   “President Ford,” Harrison says. “So what?” The moment the question leaves his lips, he leans forward, raising a hand to the holo image, as if he can touch the light. His hand passes through one of the people. Not the president, but a young boy. Six or seven years old, perhaps. 
 
   “Where did you get that?” The question comes not from Harrison, but from his father, who’s craning his neck from his cot, peering across the room.
 
   Maybe it’s just her imagination, but a deep, dark feeling of dread seems to creep into the room. “From an obscure holo-news site,” she says. “The people in the image—other than the president—were blurred, but I managed to clarify them.”
 
   “The president knew the Destroyer,” Harrison says. “That bastard.”
 
   Benson is up and out of his seat, staring intently at the photo. “Wait, wait. You’re saying that kid is the Destroyer?”
 
   “Yeah,” Harrison says. “Domino Destovan. Apparently he went to my school, although I don’t remember him. STL Elementary is a big school.”
 
   Destiny practically wants to scream the next part, but she manages to control herself, announcing it loudly instead. “Did anyone read the caption?”
 
   “Oh crap,” Harrison says, scanning the words below the picture. Destiny knows exactly how he feels. Like he’s just jumped into a pool of freezing cold water.
 
   Sandra Ford, Domino Ford, Jeremy Ford, Terrence Ford.
 
   Silence infiltrates the room like a poisonous gas. Michael finally breaks it, his voice gruff. “Maybe I can shed some light on things.”
 
   Harrison’s eyes dart to the corner. “More secrets, Dad?” 
 
   “No. I mean, I didn’t think it was important. It was so long ago and I never realized there was a connection.”
 
   “Tell us,” Benson urges. “Why is Domino Destovan labelled as Domino Ford?”
 
   “Because he’s the president’s nephew,” he says.
 
   Destiny’s mouth falls closed. Her mind whirls. She waits for more.
 
   “Dammit,” Michael curses, under his breath. “I don’t know how we missed this. He looked so…different.”
 
   “Dad,” Harrison says. “We don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Destiny was thinking the same thing.
 
   “You remember the Slip before…”
 
   “Before me,” Benson says, nodding encouragingly.
 
   “Hannah Destovan,” Minda interjects. “Sister of the Destroyer.” 
 
   “Yes,” Michael says.
 
   “The little girl your Hunters mowed down in cold blood,” Harrison says.
 
   Destiny gives him a sharp look. “What?” he says, throwing up his hands. “It’s true. We all saw it on the holo-news for three weeks straight.”
 
   “And yet not helping,” she says.
 
   Duly chastised, Harrison says, “Sorry. Go on.”
 
   It’s as if Michael’s aged ten years, his face riddled with deep lines of pain. “I hated myself for it,” he says.
 
   “He did,” Janice agrees, rubbing Lola under the chin. 
 
   “But the Slip’s father was killed, too, and that’s most definitely not him in the photo,” Minda points out. “That’s the president’s brother, Terrence. If I remember correctly, he was killed in a freak aut-car accident before the president was elected.”
 
   “Correct,” Michael says. “Or so they say. The explosion was fiery. There wasn’t much left of the body.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Harrison asks, frowning. Destiny feels like all the time she spent scanning holo-articles and photos was a ball of string, unravelling to this point, where it’s on the verge of coming completely apart. She notices Benson’s eyes on her.
 
   “The president knew his brother had an illegal child after Domino,” Benson says. A chill runs down her spine. “He tried to cover it up—did cover it up—changing their names to Destovan. He even changed their faces.”
 
   The moment Harrison’s twin says it, she knows he’s right, his mind clamping down hard on the conclusion that was eluding her, because it was too impossible or simply too wild. 
 
   “Dad?” Harrison says, needing confirmation.
 
   “It was what I was thinking,” he admits. “But if the president used the full extent of his resources, it’s possible. Plastic surgery, doctored legal records, the whole shebang. I certainly didn’t recognize him as Terrence Ford when we…” Terminated him. The words don’t have to be spoken, pounding in each of their hearts. Destiny knows the story well. Everyone does. Sandra Ford was also killed, during her interrogation. The president let his brother and his whole family die. That’s the secret. The cover up of the century. He only forgot one thing.
 
   “They didn’t change Domino’s face,” Destiny says. “Why?”
 
   Michael shakes his head. “Maybe he thought it was unnecessary. He was just a kid. He could easily be controlled. He had him shipped off to the military academy. I think President Ford purposely pushed through that law that allowed sixteen-year-olds to enlist. I think he was trying to kill off his last loose end. His nephew.”
 
   “But he didn’t come back in a body bag,” Minda continues. “He came back badly injured. Why didn’t he have him killed then? He could’ve refused medical care—let him slip away into the night.”
 
   Destiny watches Michael carefully. Something flashes across his face. Pain? Or something else? “Nostalgia would be my guess. Terrence was his only sibling, and Domino was his only family left. Maybe he decided the kid was no longer a threat. Maybe he wanted to protect him.”
 
   Minda nods. “That makes sense. He got him the best care possible, made him a cyborg to save his life, and secretly kept in touch.”
 
   “And in his greatest time of need, provided a doctor and a robotics specialist to try to repair him,” Michael finishes. 
 
   “This is all very fascinating and exceptionally disturbing,” Harrison says, “but it doesn’t change anything. We already knew after taking down Pop Con that we’d have to deal with President Ford, right? I mean, nobody said it, but he’s as much to blame for the way things are as anyone.”
 
   “Yes,” Minda says. “Politically.”
 
   “Politically?” Harrison scoffs, looking to his father for confirmation. “President Ford is an evil piece of crap and we’re going to take him down…politically?”
 
   “Yes. I agree. Politically,” Michael says, his face flat and devoid of expression. Harrison gets up and stomps upstairs without another word. Minda and Benson return to their diagram of the plan for tonight. Janice continues playing with Lola. Destiny switches off the holo-screen, suddenly wishing she’d never started digging into the past in the first place. Knowing President Ford aided the Destroyer in everything he did to her, Michael, and Harrison makes her feel sick. 
 
   And Simon slaps his cards face up on the table in victory. 
 
   Four aces and a random two of clubs. 
 
   Destiny can only hope a little of his luck rubs off on the rest of them.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   They go over the plan four times as a group, until everyone feels comfortable with it. However, long after the planning meeting is finished, and everyone has moved on to getting ready for the concert, Benson continues to run through things in his mind, step by painstaking step. He’s afraid if he doesn’t continue to cling to the details of the plan, he’ll go crazy, his mind wandering down dark paths he’s managed to avoid for a while now.
 
   When Harrison comes down, he’s barely recognizable. Not just because of his freshly gelled pink spiky hair or the glittering diamonds in his ears, but because of the dark makeup around his eyes and the devil-may-care look on his face. He looks like a thousand other rocker punks he’s seen reveling on the holo. Benson never thought he’d be one, too, his leather outfit and tats as far from his real personality as humanly possible. 
 
   “You ready for this?” Harrison asks. 
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Do you really have to ask, bro?”
 
   Benson attempts the type of smirk Harrison wears so well. “I figured since I was born two minutes earlier than you…”
 
   “Ha ha,” Harrison says, but at least he’s able to take it as a joke. Benson thinks that’s the only way either of them will ever be able to deal with their screwed up childhood—by laughing about it.
 
   The others are ready, too, a group of friends disguised as strangers. Although Destiny wasn’t around when they were originally planning their disguises, her outrageously big hair will fit right in at the concert, and Minda managed to scrounge up some ripped jeans and a camo top. She doesn’t have the luxury of fake retinas, like the rest of them, but they’ve worked that into the plan, using it as an advantage. Or at least Benson hopes. 
 
   Minda and Simon stop by Michael’s cot before they head out the door, saying something to him Benson can’t hear. Janice’s turn is next, and she hugs him tightly. “The stars will be watching us all tonight so we’ll never be alone,” Benson hears her say. Michael kisses her cheek.
 
   Destiny hugs Michael, too, and he says, “Thank you. For everything.” She seems embarrassed by his words, but she nods before following the others.
 
   Harrison gives Lola a huge hug and lets her lick him right on the mouth. To his father he offers only a quick handshake. Benson suspects their relationship will require constant tearing and knitting back together—never fully repaired, never fully broken. Michael says, “I believe in you, Son,” but Harrison turns away, his face unreadable.
 
   Benson is last, and though he has so much to say to the man who saved his life while giving up his own peace, who made impossible decisions every single day for the last seventeen years, who sacrificed everything for his family, who could be called a murderer and a hypocrite and a bad father and an absentee husband—who Benson will only ever call “Dad.”
 
   “Son.”
 
   Benson clasps his hand and lets himself be pulled in for a final hug with Lola pawing at his leg, wanting to be a part of whatever this is. “We’ll come back. We’ll come back if we can.”
 
   “I know, Benson. I know. You’re a better son than I was ever a father.” Benson attempts to speak, to contradict him, but his father continues. “I’m so sorry you didn’t get the life I wanted for you. I’m so sorry I stole that from you. From both of you. I never wanted any of this.”
 
   “It’s okay, Dad. This world took something beautiful and smashed it and bent it and covered it in filth. But it’s not too late. We can still shine it and fix it and make it beautiful again.”
 
   “Are you talking about your mother or all of us?” Michael jokes.
 
   “Mom is the only one who has always been beautiful,” Benson says solemnly, and Michael nods. 
 
   “Protect her like I couldn’t,” he says. 
 
   “I will.”
 
   Benson turns away before his father can see the tears in his eyes and before he can see them reflected back at him in his father’s eyes. 
 
   And when he leaves, it’s his decision, his path, his destiny.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The moment they’re gone, Michael begins. Dragging himself from bed hurts like hell, but he’s experienced worse. A lot worse. 
 
   He knows he can’t protect his family from what they have to do—it’s far too late for that—but he can still do his part. Ever since Destiny showed him that photo he knew what he had to do. Although he carefully hid his plans under a nonchalant expression, he could tell that Janice knew he was up to something. No matter how many cracks there are in her mind, she still has her memories, and she knows how much time he spent with Jeremy Ford—now President Ford—in college. Between them, Terrence, and Charles Boggs, they were practically inseparable. 
 
   At the end, she whispered, “Be careful,” in his ear when she hugged him. And he kissed her on the cheek and said, “Find me.” For some reason, she didn’t tell anyone what he was up to. She didn’t want to stop him. 
 
   Lola follows him around everywhere he goes, as he gets cleaned up, pulls on fresh clothes, eats a light dinner and guzzles an entire bottle of water to wash down a couple pain pills. They left two guns sitting on the counter, and he takes them both. 
 
   Although he wanted both his sons to believe that they’d wage political warfare on President Ford as soon as they’d shutdown Pop Con, he knows it will take more than legal action to end the reign of the shrewdest man he’s ever known. 
 
   It will take a bullet to the head.
 
   Unfortunately he also knows he won’t be able to get within a kilometer of President Ford while carrying a firearm. So instead he plucks a tiny pin-like device from the counter, where it rests amongst a pile of its brothers and sisters. In reality, each are tiny dispersal devices, releasing trace amounts of whatever liquid you put inside them. As a safety measure, their tips are sheathed with a small plastic cap. Just pull off the cap and shove the needle into whatever or whoever you want to poison. The safe house had various weapons, many of them useless for today’s mission. But not useless for Michael’s purposes. Carefully, gently, he slides the pin into the edge of his mouth, between his molars and the inside of his cheek. 
 
   In front of the mirror, he practices swallowing and talking with it in his mouth, until he can’t tell it’s there at all.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Check is waiting anxiously for things to get started when Rod shows up.
 
   “Hola,” he says.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “I’m sorry, amigo.”
 
   Check shakes his head. “Don’t be. I know Gonz was like a brother to you.”
 
   “He was my brother, in every way that counted.”
 
   Check has to swallow thickly to fight off the emotion in his throat. “Mine too. Both of you.”
 
   “I’m coming,” Rod says.
 
   Check grins. “Cause some trouble like the old days?”
 
   “Bots yeah.”
 
   They clasp hands and man-hug and then listen as the mission leader reminds them of each of their roles. They’re the cleanup crew, responsible for maintaining order around the strike zone and convincing the city that Pop Con has brought this on them. They’ve gone old school, printing thousands of pamphlets with the headline The Truth! along with anti-population control messages. 
 
   Check’s heard it all before, and his mind wanders. He scans the room, wondering how long these people have been following Jarrod, trusting his judgment. Don’t trust Jarrod. Benson’s warning cuts through him. He wonders what his friend knows, and hopes he’ll soon be able to ask him. He hopes they can close the distance that seems to separate them, a span more emotional than physical these days. 
 
   While lost in his thoughts, his eyes spot movement toward the back of the mission control room. A door opens and Jarrod himself strides inside, glancing quickly at the group before cutting along the edge and through another door. Behind him trails a large procession of men and women, dressed casually in clothes that seem far too bulky for their sizes, even in the cold weather. 
 
   Are they some other part of the plan? he wonders. Something clicks inside him—a memory. The Grunk that Benson and he Picked before everything went down the toilet. The Lifer that eventually blew up U-Bank. His clothes had also been bulky, a too-big suit jacket to hide the fact that he was strapped with massive amounts of explosives. 
 
   He starts counting the Lifers following Jarrod. Ten, twelve, fifteen, twenty…they keep coming. Their faces are blank and stalwart, their shoulders back and heads held high. They look like people on a mission. Or people trying to hide their fear. Maybe a bit of both. 
 
   Between their shoulders and backs he catches a glimpse of another face, lower to the ground than the rest. It’s a kid, and it looks just like Geoffrey. But then Check blinks and he’s gone, and Check laughs at himself for his paranoia. He left Geoffrey in bed playing a holo-game with the promise that he’d be back soon and he’d tell Geoffrey all about the mission. Geoffrey had looked giddy with glee at the prospect. 
 
   His mind is playing tricks on him, that’s all. “Yo. You ready?” Rod says, snapping him back to reality as the last of Jarrod’s group exits through the other door. He realizes the briefing has ended, and everyone’s filing from the room.
 
   “Yeah. Of course. Yeah. Let’s do this,” Check says.
 
   But even as he’s handed a weapon and a handshake from the mission leader, a sinking feeling settles into the back of his mind.
 
   There were way more suicide bombers than he’d expect for a single attack. With the firepower beneath their bulky getups, they’d be able to destroy almost all of Saint Louis.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Beneath his clothes, the weight of the vest tugs at Geoffrey’s shoulders, but he doesn’t try to adjust it. It’s his burden to bear. For Luce. For Gonz. For his friends still alive—for Benson. He’s doing this for all of them. 
 
   Although he doesn’t feel brave, his knees trembling like stalks of dry grass in the wind, he pretends to be. If he shows any weakness or uncertainty, Jarrod might pull him off the mission and replace him with someone more experienced, more reliable. He can’t let that happen. He can’t take the thought of being left behind yet again. 
 
   When they reach the safe house exit, which leads directly into the Tunnels, Jarrod waits for the others to leave before turning to Geoffrey. “You remember everything you have to do?”
 
   Geoffrey nods as firmly as he can, stiffening his knees to hide their shaking. He doesn’t speak for fear that his voice will crack.
 
   “Good. I have my own part to play tonight. This is where we part ways. I hope you find your sister tonight.”
 
   Geoffrey swallows, forces the words out, his voice embarrassingly high-pitched. “I will, sir.”
 
   Jarrod ruffles his hair and hugs him with one arm. “You honor us all with your sacrifice.”
 
   And then the Lifer leader is gone, and Geoffrey knows he’ll never see him or any of his friends again.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The concert is just getting started when they arrive, the electric shriek of metal bursting through the gates and into the cold air. The streets are full of concertgoers with inordinate amounts of pent up energy from the recently ended citywide lockdown. The crowds are as good a disguise for them as any, and not once does Benson feel exposed. He wonders if this is how holo-actors feel, always playing a role, never being themselves. Invisible. 
 
   They separate: Minda with Benson, Harrison with Destiny, and Simon with Janice. Although it’s hard for Benson to watch his mother slip away through the mob in the big Canadian’s wake, he agreed this was the safest way. And he trusts Simon with his mother’s life. Plus, if all goes according to plan, they’ll be back together soon enough.
 
   He watches as Harrison and Destiny drift slowly toward the back of the crowd, letting the others enter the gates first. Simon and Janice are through so quickly Benson barely sees them disappear inside. Minda casually drapes her arm around his neck as they approach the security guard. “Baby, you remembered the tickets, right?” she says loudly over the cannon-like thump of a drumbeat. 
 
   The guard’s eyes are all over Minda, roaming up and down her lean, curvy form, a dumb smile on his oversized face. If he only knew how many ways she could kill him with her bare hands, he might not look so happy. 
 
   “Right here,” Benson says, surprised when his voice comes out at all. He hands over the holo-tickets, which the guard scans, drawing the process out longer than necessary so he can continue to sneak looks at Minda. 
 
   “Your retinas,” he says, holding up a handheld scanner. The red beam passes over their eyes, and then flashes green. “Have fun.”
 
   They step through the weapons scanner, which also flashes green, and the gate opens. “I’m sure we will, darling,” Minda calls back, winking. Benson’s amazed at how easily his partner settles into her role. The moment they’re inside, however, her demeanor changes completely. He can see the way her fists knot at her sides. “What I wouldn’t give to go back and kick him where it hurts the most,” she says.
 
   “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Benson says.
 
   “Oh, you’ll never have to worry about that, baby,” she coos, slipping back into her façade in an instant.
 
   It’s a relief for Benson to laugh, although it comes out shaky. “You’re crazy,” he says.
 
   “We all must be to come here,” she says. “I’d say your mother is the sanest of us all at this particular moment.”
 
   Benson can’t disagree.
 
   They continue on, and he notices Minda checking her watch. He remembers to do the same. Ten minutes until Harrison and Destiny join them inside. Their entrance will be far more interesting than the others. And far more dangerous.
 
   For a while they just let the flow carry them into the enormous concert hall, which is throbbing with a combination of electronic beats, shredding electric guitar riffs, and intense drum solos. They’re so far back Benson can’t even see the performers from Sonic Boom, but no one seems to care, content to watch the hundred-foot-tall holo images of the band members projected into the crowd. The holo of the lead singer is wailing into a huge microphone, singing a song about riding the lightning that was a huge hit three years ago. 
 
   All around him, the bodies writhe, and Benson finds Minda doing the same, sweat beading on her forehead as she dances. If not for the intensely focused look in her dark eyes, he’d almost believe she was just out having a good time. He tries to follow her lead, jumping up and down with his hands up, but feels awkward and stiff, his legs out of sync with the rest of his body. He finds himself checking his watch every thirty seconds, the minutes ticking off far too slowly. He feels hot nervous energy running through his veins. 
 
   Three minutes left. 
 
   Minda grabs his hand and spins under his arm, running a hand down his chest. Her eyes are dancing as much as her body, flicking around the crowd, reconnoitering the area around them.
 
   Two minutes. 
 
   She pulls him close and grinds against him, her lips tickling his ear. “Get ready. Simon and your mom are in position.” It’s barely begun, and already this is the weirdest experience of Benson’s life, but he nods, following her gaze to where it smashes into Simon, who’s easily the largest human in his vicinity. He’s dancing with Janice, both of them smiling what appear to be very real smiles. They’re actually having fun, it seems. It doesn’t really surprise him.
 
   One minute.
 
   The commotion comes thirty seconds early, and starts with shouts from behind them, where they entered the gates. A hush falls over the back part of the crowd, even as the rest of the crowd continues to scream and cheer and sing along to the next song, another hit called Crush Me, Honey.
 
   Harrison bursts from the tunnel, his hoverboard skimming the crowd, his pants changing colors. Destiny is barely a step behind him, the metal of her hoverskates flashing in the strobe lights. 
 
   Most of the dancers stop dead in their tracks, shocked, but then an uproarious cheer greets them and the mob starts dancing faster and harder. Either the revelers think the hover-athletes are part of the show or they’re merely applauding the unprecedented and rebellious nature of their entrance. 
 
   Just as Harrison’s eyes lock on Benson’s, a trio of black-garbed hoverboarders speed into the hall.
 
   Hunters.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison knew he wouldn’t have much time, but even he’s surprised by how quickly the Hunters appear. Almost as if they expected trouble. 
 
   But he doesn’t have the luxury of thinking or worrying about that. Not with three guns tucked into his waistband. He cuts hard to the right just as Destiny veers left. Although he’d originally planned to be the entire distraction for tonight’s mission, she’s the perfect other half, her skating ability every bit as advanced as his boarding skills. 
 
   He doesn’t have to look back to know the Hunters are close behind. He can feel it in his bones. In the midst of a crowd this big, they won’t risk shooting him with real bullets. They won’t want to hit anyone by accident. Plus they probably don’t know who he is just yet, his disguise giving every indication that he’s just a crazed fan looking for a thrill on this night of nights. 
 
   But they might try to tranq him, or stun him, or use some other form of nonlethal force. At the very least, he needs to deliver the package. As he closes in, Benson’s eyes are enormous, like huge white orbs in their sockets. Harrison grabs two of the guns from his waistband, the ones stuffed inside a nonthreatening brown bag, and punches it into Benson’s gut as he passes him, knocking his brother over in the process. The original plan was to toss or hand the package to him, but he knows sometimes you’ve got to improvise. He needs it to look like an accident, an unfortunate collision as he attempts to flee the authorities. 
 
   With the package delivered, he digs in with his toes and rockets away toward the stage, getting as far away from his brother as possible. Destiny cuts in beside him, her mouth a tight line of determination. They’re the perfect team, a well-suited match.
 
   As, side by side, they careen over the audience, he hopes this won’t be their last ride together.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   There are so many colors, so many lights, so many people. For a moment Janice had almost forgotten why they were here. And then Harrison flew past and Destiny handed Simon a brown bag and reality pressed in on all sides like a closing trash compactor. 
 
   The key, she remembers, reciting it in her head as Simon drags her through the melee, which seems to part for him. He’s like a bulldozer, she thinks, her thoughts rolling over top of the numbers and letters streaming like a flowing river. For a moment they get screwed up, out of place, as if her mind’s river hits a turbulent patch of rapids, but then they straighten out again, her husband’s voice speaking them one at a time, in perfect order. 
 
   Lost in her own world, she watches distantly as he steers her through an atrium away from the main hall and into a bathroom marked Unisex. A young girl is doing her makeup in the mirror while a guy does his business into a urinal. “Out,” Simon says. 
 
   The girl gives him one look and scuttles away like a crab, her high heels clacking the tiles. The guy takes a second longer, but then hurriedly finishes and bolts through the door without washing his hands. “Gross,” Janice says. 
 
   Simon raises an eyebrow and locks the door. A moment later he unlocks it when there’s a triple knock, two hard bangs sandwiching a single softer tap. Janice remembers the signal from their planning meeting today. A smile lights up her face as Simon opens the door.
 
   Benson and Minda spill inside. Janice’s face falls when she sees her son gasping for breath, dropping to the dirty floor. “What happened?” Simon asks, relocking the door. Janice slides to the ground and cradles Benson’s head in her lap. He’s cringing. 
 
   “Harrison happened,” Minda says. 
 
   “Why doesn’t that surprise me,” Simon says.
 
   “It’s okay,” Minda says. “It was probably the right move. It covered up the whole exchange and gave me a good excuse to help him away from the crowd. The wind’s just knocked out of him. He’ll be fine in a minute.”
 
   “We don’t really have a minute,” Simon says. 
 
   “Then we’ll make one. Guard the door.”
 
   Benson breathes in Janice’s lap and she strokes his hair. “You’ll be okay, honey,” she says. “Your breath just needs to rest.”
 
   He nods, still unable to speak, and she watches as Minda clambers onto one of the sinks and uses a small tool to pry at a large air vent in the ceiling. It takes her a long minute to get it loose, and by then Benson is able to sit up. “I’m okay,” he gasps. 
 
   Janice already knows he is—it’s Harrison who’s not. It’s Harrison who’s in the most danger at this exact moment. She tries not to think about that, but the more she thinks about Benson, the more she thinks about Harrison, until their faces are one and the same—the same person. She can’t lose either of them. Not again. Not ever. 
 
   “Okay. Janice first,” Minda says. Benson and Janice help each other to their feet, and Minda pulls Janice onto the counter next to the sink. “Step in my hands.” She knits her fingers together and makes a step. 
 
   Trying not to think about how weird it is to step onto someone’s hands, Janice places her foot down and Minda pushes upward, the dark square hole growing bigger and bigger until she’s looking inside. She grabs the edges and pulls herself inside, the space tight but not so much that she can’t wriggle her arms and legs like a salamander, propelling her forward. 
 
   The darkness growing thicker, she remembers her flashlight, switching it on to illuminate the long metal tunnel stretching out before her. She knows there’s a lock somewhere ahead of her. A lock that only the key can turn.
 
   And that’s her.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The damn BotDog, despite being told to “Stay,” and despite Michael having closed the door behind him, somehow managed to escape the bounds of the house and catch up to him. Something is clearly wrong with its programming, and yet he can’t help but to smile when he sees Lola scamper up beside him. 
 
   His smile fades quickly though, and not only because he knows he needs to focus. Because he remembers when Harrison, a nine-year-old ball of confidence, demanded a BotDog for his birthday. Michael had wanted desperately to give him the pet, especially so soon after Janice’s breakdown and departure. But he couldn’t. If he gave his son what he wanted, he might start loving his dad again. And he couldn’t let that happen. Every day could be the day Michael would be discovered, and if that day were to come, he’d need Harrison to hate his guts with every single part of his being. He’d need Harrison to live a normal life, a happy life, far away from his plans and the truths of the horrible world they lived in. And if he loved his daddy, that might not happen. He might ask questions. He might seek revenge.
 
   So he told Harrison he wasn’t old enough for a pet and that the discussion was closed. 
 
   He and his little boy grew farther apart with each passing day, and Michael hated himself for it. Yet, in the end it didn’t make a difference; Harrison is in his business every bit as deep as he is.
 
   He bends down and lets Lola lick his hand. “Okay. You can come. But you have to be quiet when I ask you to.” Although technically the bot should obey him, her programming has already acted up once. He’s hoping it doesn’t happen again. 
 
   As he continues his walk toward the ritzy side of the city, the houses begin to thin out on either side, growing larger and more luxurious as the property sizes increase. They’re lit by huge spotlights that must cost a fortune to keep on all night. He recognizes one of them as the mayor’s house; another is Corrigan Mars’s old place. His acquaintances used to poke fun at him for never having moved into this neighborhood, although he attended many a party here. 
 
   Eventually there’s just a massive snow-blanketed field, and the road ends at a thick stone wall and a metal gate. He’s been inside before, but that feels like a lifetime ago. 
 
   He peers through the gate. The president’s private residence sits on a hill a mile or so away, framed by tall leafless trees cloaked in white.
 
   “Back away from the gate, sir,” a guard says from inside, his gun levelled on Michael. 
 
   “I have a meeting with President Ford,” he says. 
 
   The guard eyes him skeptically, taking in his old-looking clothes and battered face. “I have no record of any meetings tonight. The president took the night off because of the concert.” He approaches the gate, squinting into the blackness. Another guard emerges from a hut, his gun also drawn. “What did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t. But it’s Michael Kelly. And I think the president will want to see me.”
 
   The guard’s eyes widen and he almost drops his gun. “Holy…”
 
   “You’re thinking of someone else,” Michael says. “There’s nothing holy about what I have to say to him.”
 
   “Call it in,” the guard fires behind him. “Tell the president Michael Kelly is outside the gate.” While the other guard scrambles back into the hut, presumably to make the call, the first guard jams his thumb down on a button and the gate starts to open. 
 
   “Get down on your hands and knees or I’ll shoot you in the face,” he says.
 
   “Is that any way to speak to the president’s former best friend?” Michael says, but he obeys, dropping like a dog next to Lola, who licks at his face. “Good girl,” he says, the cold seeping through his pants and into his bones. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Check can’t stop seeing Geoffrey’s face in the crowd. Everywhere he looks he sees him, but every time he gets close, the boy vanishes, his face replaced by that of some stranger. 
 
   There are Crows everywhere, but Check just pulls the brim of his hat lower and does like he’s done his whole life: blends in. They’re making their way toward the city center, using the Tubes to keep warm like all good law-abiding citizens do. 
 
   “Did you see Geoffrey before you left?” he asks Rod, who’s traipsing along beside him. 
 
   “Si, why?”
 
   “Was he acting funny at all?”
 
   Rod considers the question, looking up at the arcing glass ceiling overhead. “I don’t think so. He wished me luck. Said we’d avenge Gonzo tonight. It was kind of emotional. I got choked up, I don’t know.”
 
   “He said ‘we’, as in him too?” Check’s blood is suddenly rushing in his head and he feels hot all over.
 
   “Si, but I figured he just meant it like all of us. The Lifers. You know, a united front.”
 
   “Did he say anything else? Anything at all?”
 
   “No. Nothing. Just goodbye.”
 
   “Not ‘See ya’?” Check asks. Geoffrey almost always says ‘See ya’ Check suddenly remembers. Come to think of it, ‘Goodbye’ is exactly what he’d said to Check when he left, too.
 
   “No,” Rod says slowly. Then more confidently. “No. What are you going on about?”
 
   “Was he in the room when you left?”
 
   “No, I spotted him in the hall talking to Jarrod.”
 
   The crowd seems to melt away and all Check can see is that glimpse of Geoffrey’s young face amongst the troop of suicide bombers. That glimpse he thought he imagined. The glimpse he now knows he didn’t imagine. 
 
   “We’ve got a problem,” Check says, fighting off the desire to stop and run in the opposite direction. Blending in is suddenly even more important. Three lives may depend on it, rather than two.
 
   “What is it, amigo?”
 
   “Geoffrey’s going to blow himself up to avenge Luce,” Check says, the words feeling even truer when spoken out loud.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   To everyone else, Geoffrey is just a kid, which is his biggest advantage. Jarrod reminded him of this fact time and time again. “They don’t need to know you’re really a cobra,” the Lifer leader had told him, which made him smile.
 
   Which is exactly why his part of the mission is all on him. He doesn’t have a couple of burly Lifers flanking him like some of the other bombers will in order to carry out their parts. He just has himself. An unthreatening kid. Barely a flea worth swatting to the agents of Pop Con. 
 
   Another advantage he has is that the concert is drawing so much attention to the concert hall next to the Pop Con building that security is much weaker at the back entrance. There’s a large black gate that usually only opens for authorized personnel and delivery trucks. Beyond the metal bars, two bored-looking guards sit in a shack with music playing. It’s live music from the concert, Geoffrey realizes. Sonic Boom’s #1 single of the year, When the Bombs Rain Down, bursts through a staticky speaker. 
 
   Taking a deep breath to steel his nerves, Geoffrey wanders up to the gate. His hand is in his pocket casually. “Hey,” he says.
 
   One of the guards flinches and drops a holo-screen while the other scrambles to his feet. “Get the hell outta here, kid.”
 
   “My dad told me to meet him here,” Geoffrey says, the memorized lie coasting easily off his tongue. Pretend like you’re supposed to be there. Act like you need help from a parent. Act a little scared. Jarrod’s reminders play somewhere behind the lies, like background music. 
 
   “Who’s your dad?”
 
   “Jonas Garman,” he says. “I’m his son, Tony.” They’re real names of real people who are allowed to be where he’s not. He can almost see the man’s guard lowering like a drawbridge as each new piece of verifiable information falls into place.
 
   When Geoffrey had asked what to do if the guards tried to scan him, Jarrod had said simply, “They won’t.”
 
   “Are you sure he’s still here?” the guard asks.
 
   “He said he would be,” Geoffrey says, shrugging. Just a dumb kid who doesn’t have the first clue about where his dad might be. 
 
   “We’ll check.”
 
   “Thanks,” Geoffrey says, hugging himself and shivering slightly. With the night as cold as it is, he doesn’t even have to act. “Is it warm in there?” he asks, pointing to their little hut. Before the guard can respond, he says, “It’s freezing, can I wait with you guys?” 
 
   The guard doesn’t even stop to think about it for a second. After all, he’s just a weak little kid. “Sure, Tony,” the guard says, opening the gate just enough for him to squeeze through. At the same time, Geoffrey’s fingers tighten on the device in his pocket. The device Jarrod gave him. Not the bomb detonator—that’s in the other pocket—but the one that’s like a gun, only quieter and not deadly. He doesn’t need to bother making a ruckus with these guards. Soon enough, everyone in the building will have bigger problems to deal with. 
 
   The guard walks ahead of him, his back turned. He could so easily take him out now, but then the other guard would be alerted. “What’s your last name again?” the guard in the hut shouts. 
 
   Geoffrey waits a beat before answering, until they’re practically inside the hut. Then he says, “Garman,” and pulls the tranq gun out, shooting once into the first guard’s back and then a second time into the other guard’s leg. The first one slumps hard to the ground while the other guy lands face first on his holo-screen. 
 
   As Jarrod had warned, there are two cameras in the hut, and a third aimed at the gate. But their red lights aren’t on. They’re dead. Wire completed his part of the mission like a champ. His body buzzing with adrenaline, Geoffrey works fast, unclipping both guard’s ID badges, just in case he needs them. Theoretically, he shouldn’t, but he’d rather they didn’t have them either.
 
   He pockets them, along with the tranq gun, and retrieves another ID badge, this one with no face and no name on it. Another of Wire’s gifts. It should get him inside, but even still, he holds his breath as he swipes it across a scanner on the backdoor. The light goes green and he exhales, his warm breath sending a white cloud into the cold air. 
 
   He opens the door and steps inside, leaving it ajar. Whether the doors are closed or not isn’t going to matter soon enough. 
 
   The space inside is a small warehouse. With no deliveries planned for tonight, only the dim security lights are on, casting shadows. Tall shelves are lined with food and office supplies sufficient to maintain Pop Con’s day to day business. The business of murder, he reminds himself, feeling a bite of anger in his chest. The business of killing my sister and my friend and ruining my life.
 
   “Time to pay,” he mutters under his breath, just as the lights go out.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When the power outage hits the concert hall, it should be terrifying. Instead, for Harrison, it’s a godsend, just the distraction they need. “Destiny!” he shouts, grabbing for the last place he saw her hand. 
 
   “Here,” she says, and somehow their fingers meet in the darkness, above where the crowds are screaming and pushing. 
 
   He pulls her onto his board. “Nice riding,” he says, using the glow of the dozens of portable holo-screens to guide them off toward the side of the stage. He steers them around a massive speaker and into abject darkness. 
 
   “You too,” Destiny says. “What’s with the lights?”
 
   “Not sure.” A prospect hits him. “This smells like my friend Wire.”
 
   “The hacker?”
 
   “Yeah. We always thought the Lifers might be planning something tonight too. This confirms it.”
 
   “Maybe the electricity’s just out.”
 
   “Not tonight. And they have backup generators. Only Wire could take it all out like that. He’s done it before.”
 
   “What do we do now?” she asks.
 
   He realizes Destiny’s hand is still in his. It’s so warm, full of heat from busting into the concert without being scanned, the weapons detector flashing and screeching behind them. He tugs her closer. “I could think of a few things,” he says, whispering against her lips.
 
   “Harrison Kelly, this isn’t the time or the place,” Destiny says. 
 
   “Sometimes that’s the best sort of time and place.”
 
   Despite the fact that he can’t see her, Harrison can sense her eye roll, but he knows there’s a grin behind it. “I swear half the time I’d rather punch you than kiss you.”
 
   “And the other half of the time I’m irresistible, right?”
 
   “You wish,” Destiny says. “As irresistible as sticking my hand in a bowl full of piranhas.”
 
   “I’ll scratch that off my list of Things to Do on Future Dates with Destiny.”
 
   Destiny laughs, and Harrison loves her for it. Only she would laugh in their situation. Well, and him. “Get serious. If this is the Lifers, there’s only one thing they could be planning.”
 
   All humor falls away from Harrison as he realizes she’s right. “Crap. They’re going to blow this place up.”
 
   “We have to find your brother. We have to abort before it’s too late.”
 
   “We’ll find him,” Harrison promises. “But we’re not aborting.” 
 
   He floats them back into the air, taking the long, circuitous route around the edge of the hall and landing on one of the private upper balconies, the ones usually reserved for Pop Con big shots, like his dad used to be. 
 
   “Huh,” Harrison says. The box is empty. Destiny steps off his board, hovering in the air. “They got out of here in a hurry.”
 
   “Or they were never here,” Destiny says.
 
   “What would keep them away from a big event like this?”
 
   “Maybe Charles Boggs suspected something. Maybe this is all a trap for us.”
 
   He knows his ex-best friend’s father well. For a while, he was like a father to him, too. He knows how smart he is. He managed to get to a member of Minda’s inner circle, the dead woman with the code name BloodyMary. It’s possible he got the information from her that he needed before killing her. It’s possible he’s waiting like a spider right now, as his brother the insect flies blindly toward his web. 
 
   “We have to hurry,” he says, grabbing his board and exiting the luxury box.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The cylindrical tunnel is long, and wriggling through it is slow going. It’s a good thing Simon stayed behind to replace the vent cover and guard the door, Benson thinks. He would’ve gotten himself stuck. Benson gets into a rhythm—elbow, knee, elbow, knee, repeat, repeat, repeat—the thin metal flexing under his weight. In front of him, Janice does the same, occasionally blinding him when she shines her flashlight back into his eyes. “Just checking,” she mutters each time, as if he might disappear, or crawl away from her.
 
   Eventually the tube climbs upward, levels out, and then begins descending. Going down is easier than up, and they’re able to half-crawl/half-slide their way to the bottom, where they reach another vent. According to the schematics he and Minda pored over for three days straight, they’re now firmly inside the Pop Con building, although there’s nothing to prove them right. There’s only darkness on the other side of the vent. 
 
   “Damn,” Minda says. “I guess I should’ve gone first. To remove the vent.”
 
   “Give me the tool.” Minda hands it to Benson, who hands it to Janice. “Mom. We need you to poke your fingers through the slats and twist the screws. Can you do it?”
 
   “Slippery slippery slippery tools,” she says, but she turns away to get to work, her flashlight between her teeth. A moment later there’s an obscenely loud clank and clatter. Benson cringes and Janice says, “Oops.”
 
   “Now what?” Benson says. “Do we have a backup plan for this?” Getting through the air vents was always supposed to be one of the easier parts.
 
   “Brute force,” Minda says. “This opens into a supply closet. Hopefully the noise doesn’t carry too far.”
 
   “Ooh,” Janice says. 
 
   “Maybe you can squeeze past us,” Benson says. Or I could squeeze past Mom.”
 
   “No. I have experience,” Janice says. Under the glow of her flashlight now clutched in her hand once more, Benson sees her bend her knees as far as they’ll go in the confined space, coiling them like a snake preparing to strike. They flash out and thud heavily against the vent, which rattles in its metal housing. “Back at the asylum…” THUD-rattle. “…I tried to kick out the bars over my window.” THUD-rattle. Bend her knees, coil coil, tighter tighter, snap! THUD-rattle. Each blow seems to drive a new nail into Benson’s head. 
 
   “Did you manage to break the bars on your window?” Minda asks.
 
   “Nope,” Janice admits. “They tied me to the bed until I promised to stop.”
 
   Minda groans. 
 
   “But I didn’t give up, no matter how many times they tied me down. And I won’t now.”
 
   Benson groans too. 
 
   The racket continues for five awful minutes, but then the sound changes, adding a creak and a groan to the THUD-rattle. One more kick and the metal vent shoots forward, clanking off the wall and banging raucously against the ground. 
 
   All three of them seem to hold their collective breaths at the same time, but no one comes. Darkness and silence greet them on the other side. 
 
   “Phase two,” Minda says. “Control room.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly is taking a lot of risks, but not on getting inside. His former friend is arrogant to a fault, and Michael knows President Ford will jump at any chance to lord his success over him. So he’s not surprised when the guard says, “You’re in luck. Follow me.”
 
   His two guns are gone, confiscated immediately, as he knew they would be. He had to give them something to allay their suspicions. They make Lola wait outside the gate, and this time she listens when he says, “Sit. Stay.” She eases onto her haunches like an obedient little BotDog. One of the guards even says “Cute pup. Too bad you’ll never see her again.”
 
   The sharp-edged cap of the device in his mouth is cutting into his cheek, but he ignores the twinge of pain, giving away nothing.
 
   To his surprise, they handle him gently, leading him inside the gate without tying his hands or roughing him up. Everyone knows he’s a traitor to the government, and yet these government employees are handling him with velvet gloves. Following orders, Michael realizes, unable to stop a wry grin from spreading across his lips. Again, his former friend’s arrogance is to his advantage. He doesn’t see Michael as a threat.
 
   Inside the gate, they load him into an aut-car, which whisks them away without any instruction; it seems its only purpose is to transport the guards to and from the gate. Michael stares out the window as spotlight after spotlight flashes past, illuminating the snow-covered grounds. 
 
   “Saw your video,” one of the guys says.
 
   “Yeah?” Michael says. “How’d I look?”
 
   “Like hell.”
 
   “I knew the Destroyer should’ve filmed from the other side,” Michael says wryly. 
 
   The guard doesn’t laugh. “I also saw the vid of your escape. How the mob killed that cyborg. President Ford almost had a heart attack.”
 
   Michael continues to stare outside. “Why?” he asks, genuinely curious about what the president has told his employees.
 
   “No idea. But he’s matching the faces of the mob to the Pop Con database. Anyone involved will be prosecuted. Probably terminated.”
 
   Michael’s jaw tenses. The president is way out of control. Although such rash actions will only continue to turn public opinion against him, Michael doesn’t want to see more people die for him. He runs his tongue over the dispersal device tucked firmly in the side of his mouth. The cold metal is literally the line between life and death, agonizingly close. The only question is whether the line is for him, or for the president.
 
   Maybe for both of them, he thinks. Even if he’s successful, there’s a more-likely-than-not chance that he’ll be killed before he can escape, mowed down by one of the very guards sitting on either side of him now. Internally, he reminds himself to focus. This isn’t about him—was never about him. If he dies so his family can live, then he’s won the greatest victory there is. 
 
   The aut-car slows, pulling up to a grand entrance, marble columns standing like noble sentries. Supposedly, the president’s residence is a smaller replica of the old White House, which is now under water. 
 
   The doors open and the guards wait for him to exit under his own power. They’re on their best behavior, fading into the background, not speaking, merely guiding him up the stairs and through a waiting door. A tall, thin man with a petite mustache greets him inside. “Please, come with me. Can I take your coat?” he asks, as if Michael’s an invited guest. 
 
   “I’ll keep it, thanks,” Michael says.
 
   They pass through an atrium with a massive crystal chandelier providing amber ambience overhead. Michael remembers the gala he and Janice attended here shortly after they were married. They were in awe of the elegance of the president’s home, but also shocked at the excess. Although he’d never been truly hungry in his life, he’d seen the impoverished on the streets, begging for scraps or a single food pill. Why would one man need so much? he'd wondered at the time. Of course, then it was a different president. 
 
   As they make their way down a long red-carpeted hallway, Michael sees a familiar banister leading up a flight of stairs to the right. Another memory steps forward: Janice had gone to the restroom. He was drinking a glass of vintage wine from the presidential cellar, leaning casually on the banister. He was speaking with Jeremy Ford Jr., Corrigan Mars, Jeremy’s brother Terrence, and Charles Boggs. Having recently completed their degrees at Saint Louis University, they were in high spirits, already plugged into the government scene, working their way up the respective ladders in their areas of interest. Corrigan and Michael were dead set on Population Control, both of them idealists who wanted to ensure the survival of the country through effective resource management. They’d already landed entry level jobs at Pop Con. Charles Boggs was law enforcement all the way, like his old man had been. He was currently a beat Crow working on the south side of the city, but he had aspirations of placement in central Saint Louis. Jeremy and Terrence had big shoes to fill. Their father, Jeremy Ford Sr. had been the President of the RUSA only eight years earlier, which was how they were able to land invites to this particular event. Yeah, they were going to be rock stars, all of them. It was a total ego-fest, each braggart’s claims getting bigger and bigger until Jeremy announced, “I’m going to live here one day.” They had laughed and said Yeah right and Good luck with that and gave him a pretty good ribbing, even though they all knew he had a fair shot, considering who his father was. Terrence had joked that Jeremy would have to beat him first. It was all in good fun, typical brother competition stuff.
 
   The memory fades and Michael realizes he’s stopped and is just staring at the banister. How did they get to this place? Two of the five boys are now dead, Corrigan Mars at the hands of Terrence’s disturbed son, and Terrence himself gone because of Michael’s own cold-blooded order. When did they cross the line between the innocence of youth and the reality and cynicism of adulthood? 
 
   “Sir?” the tall, thin man says, noticing him stopped. Michael shakes his head and forces his legs to carry him forward once more, his mistakes like half-ton anchors strapped to his ankles. Former presidents stare at him from the walls, their eyes seeming to follow him with each step. It’s beginning to feel like a death march, and he almost expects to find a doctor with a syringe at the end, ready to stab him with a lethal dose. But no, the only lethal dose is pressing against the inside of his cheek.
 
   A door to the left is open, and the—butler?—guide waves him inside. “The president is waiting for you,” he says, and then strides away, as if he has much more important tasks to complete. 
 
   “Ah, Michael,” the president says when he enters. He’s sitting in a high-backed leather chair, his back to him. Vapor from an electronic cigarette wafts toward the ceiling. A half-empty glass of amber liquid rests in a multi-faceted tumbler on a large oak desk. Aside from the drink, there’s a holo-screen resting face up, a single photo facing away, and a ceramic figurine—a woman dancing with two children, both boys. 
 
   Michael wonders if he could cross the space fast enough to stab him with the pin. While he mulls it over, the moment passes as Jeremy Ford Jr. spins his chair around and points a gun at his chest. 
 
   “Is that any way to say hello to an old friend?” Michael says. He doesn’t fear this man—only that he won’t be able to kill him in time to help his family.
 
   “You have a funny way of defining friend.” Although the president’s face is clean-shaven, he looks old, at least as old as Michael feels. His dark hair is lined with silver, and his eyes have a wariness they didn’t used to. Michael wonders if his do, too. 
 
   The president uses his other hand to brush a fleck of dust off the shoulder of his freshly pressed black suit. An immaculate red tie is knotted around his collar. Michael says nothing, waiting.
 
   “Do you expect me to do all the talking? You came to me, remember?”
 
   Michael relishes the confidence in Jeremy’s tone. No, his former friend hasn’t changed at all. What he used to find somewhat endearing and slightly humorous now grates on his every nerve. “I only wanted to give you the chance to see how badly your nephew failed. Even you couldn’t save him in the end. The people have spoken.”
 
   Michael thinks he sees the slightest flash of surprise cross Jeremy’s face, but then it’s gone, replaced with a smile. “So you figured it out? Took you longer than I thought it would, but then you always did score lower than me.”
 
   “The thing I’ve been trying to work out, is why you would protect your nephew, but not your brother. You used me to kill Terrence.” Michael doesn’t really care, but he knows he has to keep him talking so he doesn’t decide to shoot him just yet. 
 
   The president laughs. “You have been busy. Where did you find the time to do so much research? In between Domino’s torture sessions? You face isn’t healing so well. I fear your good looks may be gone forever.”
 
   Michael takes a step forward and the president’s gun dances higher. “Mind if I sit?” Michael says.
 
   Jeremy takes a moment longer than usual to answer. He’s smart to fear Michael, even if he’s pretending not to. “Of course, of course.” He waves to the chair across from him. 
 
   Despite the president’s nonchalance, his gun never leaves Michael as he methodically steps to the chair and lowers himself down. Although Michael’s doing his best to hide the pain he’s still in from his injuries, he can’t hold back the grimace.
 
   “Someone looks like they should be confined to bed rest,” Jeremy says.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Seemingly at ease with the entire conversation, the president comes back to Michael’s original question. “Domino was an experiment,” he says. “I’m surprised you didn’t figure that much out. My brother, on the other hand, was a pesky gnat who needed to be swatted. I couldn’t have my immediate family committing capital crimes like Unauthorized Births. How do you think that would make me look?”
 
   Instead of answering the question, Michael says, “An experiment? What kind of experiment?”
 
   “Could you at least try to catch up?” the president says in his typical haughty tone. “We’re not only defending ourselves from nature here. While the seas rise and close in, our enemies are circling like vultures. No, more like sharks, sensing blood in the water. We’re weaker than we’ve ever been, and there are those who want the resources we have left. Strengthening our military is priority number one.”
 
   “Cyborg soldiers?”
 
   “Now you’re getting there. In the last World War, we proved how ineffective our robots were against enemies who are quickly gaining on us in technology. We were lucky to get out with a tenuous truce. If there’s a next time, we might not find victory so easily.” He pauses, letting Michael consider things. “We need soldiers that are as strong, fast and as tenacious as bots, but with the human creativity that computers lack. Cyborgs are the future of warfare, and my nephew, Domino Destovan-Ford, the Destroyer, or whatever you want to call him, was the first. I think he proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that the program has potential.”
 
   “Potential for what? Creating an army of serial killers? He was psychotic.”
 
   The president shakes his head. “That wasn’t a function of the machines we built into him. Domino was a troubled youth. He would’ve turned out that way regardless of what we did.”
 
   “So you took a monster and gave him super strength and speed, and then set him loose? You’re as crazy as he is.”
 
   “As crazy as your wife?”
 
   Michael bites down hard, holding back a snap retort. He’s losing control of the conversation. “She has nothing to do with any of this.”
 
   “No? Isn’t she your backup plan? Isn’t she ‘the key’?”
 
   His heart stutters. Oh no. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Really? What about your plan for the concert tonight? Janice has some code you gave her, right? Something that will detonate a bomb you built into the new mainframe?”
 
   It’s all Michael can do to keep his breathing even. BloodyMary. In the end, she managed to protect them in the only way she knew how. She gave him enough of the plan to make it sound like the truth, but managed to lie about the most important aspect—the endgame. He doesn’t know about the complete destruction of data they’re planning.
 
   Michael bites his lip, closes his eyes, and stares at his lap, defeated.
 
   “Nothing to say? Did you really think blowing up the new system would matter? We have dozens of latencies in-built for just such an occurrence. We’ll be back on our feet in days, not years. You were the Head of Pop Con, you should know that as well as anyone.”
 
   “The people will rally up around us,” Michael whispers.
 
   “The people are sheep. They will rally around whoever I tell them to.”
 
   “You should include that in your next speech.”
 
   The president’s staring at him with disgust when Michael finally opens his eyes and looks up. “So you’re going to stop Janice tonight?” 
 
   “Yes, no, doesn’t matter. Just for the fun of it, maybe I’ll let her succeed. The citizens will be terrified. They’ll look to me for strength and comfort.”
 
   Michael pretends to look out the window. Really he’s checking for cameras. He wonders how long it will take for the guards to enter the room after he makes his move. 
 
   “You know, you’re not even the only one trying to blow up Pop Con tonight,” Jeremy says.
 
   He doesn’t flinch, just keeps looking at his battered reflection in the dark glass. “The Lifers,” Michael says.
 
   “I got wind of something they have planned. They cut the power at Pop Con. Something is about to go down. I guess one way or another a bunch of people are going to die. Hopefully they find enough of your wife’s body to bury her. Not that you’ll be around to do it.”
 
   Michael springs to his feet. He forces a look of complete rage to his face, even though he’s as calm as he’s ever felt below the surface. “I’ll kill you if you say one more word about her!” he yells. It’s a very real threat disguised as an empty one, and President Ford Jr. laughs loudly.
 
   He jabs his gun at Michael with each word. “Please. Try. Make this more interesting.”
 
   Michael lets the false rage melt away and he covers his face with his hands. He thinks about Benson’s and Harrison’s childhoods. Equally terrible, in completely different ways. He thinks about Janice strapped to her bed, spitting at him, screaming at him, writhing and twisting and biting at her restraints until they pumped her full of sedatives. He thinks of the children murdered under his watch. 
 
   He cries. He cries very real tears into his hands, choking out sobs of self-loathing and pain and regret. 
 
   At the same time, in the deep, dark recesses of his mind, he waits…
 
   Sensing the exact moment when Jeremy Ford Jr, the leader of the Reorganized United States of America, lets his guard down…
 
   And that’s when he attacks.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   The rear entrance to Pop Con is dark. In fact, all of Pop Con is dark, as if someone decided to conserve energy tonight. Still, Check and Rod approach the gate warily, their eyes scanning the area beyond the metal bars. 
 
   “Hola!” Rod yells, making Check practically jump out of his own skin.
 
   “Holy bots, dude,” Check hisses.
 
   Rod shrugs in the dark. No one responds. 
 
   “Weird,” Check says. “Give me a boost.”
 
   Rod helps him clamber over the gate, and then Check finds the button to open it from the inside. The small form of a guard hut looms on their right. A mound sits just in front of it. The mound is moving. “Uhhh,” the mound groans.
 
   Check presses a finger to his lips and grabs Rod’s arm, yanking him toward the door. He hopes that with the power out, the door will be unlocked. Instead, they find it ajar. “Double weird,” Check says, but he’s not about to stop now. Not when Geoffrey might be moments away from doing what he thinks he’s going to do.
 
   They steal through a large dark space and through another set of doors, also standing open. A long corridor stretches out like a dark, inky line in front of them. They throw themselves against the wall when they hear footsteps slapping the floor somewhere in the distance. 
 
   The echoes fade and Check does his best to take deep breaths and slow his heart rate. It won’t do anyone any good if he has a heart attack. They tiptoe down the hall, ready to duck into one of the many doors lining the sides if they sense danger. 
 
   Check knows they don’t have time to check every room, but he does pause to listen for sounds. Each time, silence greets him. Until it doesn’t.
 
   More than halfway to the end of the hall, he hears a muffled voice through a door. He raises a hand and Rod stops. They press their ears to the door and, sure enough, the distinct timbre of what sounds like a single voice pushes through the cracks.
 
   Check holds up one hand, and Rod nods. One voice. He knows that doesn’t mean there isn’t more than one person, however. In fact, if someone is speaking at all, it implies there’s someone else listening. He squints, scanning the area around the door and the door itself for something to identify what’s on the other side. Nothing. It’s unmarked. 
 
   With no other excuse to delay, Check holds up three fingers. On three. He counts down by removing fingers, one at a time. Three, two, one…
 
   He turns the handle and bashes inside, hurling himself forward with Rod right behind him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When the door bursts inward, Geoffrey isn’t ready at all. With ten minutes to go before the appointed time, he hasn’t connected the detonator or flicked on the strange wireless switch that Jarrod instructed him, at the last minute, to use for this particular mission. He was staring at the bathroom mirror, talking to himself. Well, technically he was talking to his sister, although he’s not sure if she can even hear him anymore. 
 
   Startled, he falls back, dropping the detonator, the wire curling around his hand. As his butt smacks off the hard ground and two dark forms charge toward him, he knows he’s failed. He’s failed Jarrod, whose trust means the world to him; he’s failed Luce and Gonzo, who deserve to be avenged; and he’s failed himself. 
 
   But then, just as the shadowy hands are reaching toward him, something explodes inside him, a curling fiery plume of anger and fear and adrenaline. “NO!” he shouts at the top of his lungs, throwing himself forward, lunging for the detonator, simultaneously pulling it toward him by the wires dangling from his wrist. 
 
   The hands are on him, but he’s got the detonator, and they’re trying to rip it from his grasp—and why haven’t they shot him? he wonders—and he manages to flick on the wireless switch, which maybe, maybe, maybe was a backup plan—yeah—a backup plan in case he’s not able to connect the wires to the nest of explosives strapped to his vest.
 
   And his finger is on the button, just like he practiced, and there are four sets of white eyes over him, wide and scared and staring at his hand. Familiar eyes, two narrower than the others. He knows them, he knows them, he knows them and no, no, no he can’t do it. Not them. Please not them.
 
   Can’t do it. 
 
   But he has to. 
 
   Blinded by tears and sorrow, feeling more exhausted than he’s ever been before, Geoffrey slowly lowers his finger.
 
   He does it.
 
   He presses the button.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The ground shakes, the low rumble sounding like the earth has a bad case of indigestion. 
 
   Benson grabs his mom with one hand and finds the supply closet shelving with the other, hanging on as the ground seems to buck and try to throw him to the floor. There are distant booms, almost like a massive fireworks display, and the lights flicker. Unidentified items vibrate on the shelves, falling off one by one around their feet. Minda is crouched low, her arms out and to the side like a hoverboarder, the glow of the flashlight bouncing up and down.
 
   Benson’s first thought is that the Lifers are here, that they managed to detonate a bomb in the concert hall, or in Pop Con headquarters itself. But no, the impact would be far greater, the very ceiling and walls crumbling and raining down upon them. Not this constant shaking. An earthquake perhaps? It wouldn’t be the first time, although the timing couldn’t be any worse. Then again, another distraction might only work to their advantage, giving them the confusion they need to complete their mission and get out. 
 
   When the shaking continues for four, five, six minutes, they eventually drag themselves to the ground and huddle together, riding it out, covering their heads as more stuff—some of it rather hard—falls from the shelving. 
 
   After more than ten minutes, the rumbling finally, mercifully, stops. “What the hell was that?” Minda says. 
 
   “Bad,” Janice says, probably the most accurate answer.
 
   “Earthquake?” Benson guesses. 
 
   “No,” Minda says. “Something worse.”
 
   The thought of something worse than the earth itself trying to shake humanity from its flanks makes Benson shiver in the dark. “Whatever it was, it seems to have stopped for now,” he says. “We should go.”
 
   Minda and Benson get up together and then help Janice. “Okay,” Minda says. “Stick to the plan. I go first, Janice in the middle, and Benson guarding the rear. Whatever happens, we protect the key.”
 
   To the death, Benson adds in his head, which is how Minda said it a week ago when she first took him through the plan. He agreed then and he agrees now. Protecting his mother is the priority now for so many reasons. 
 
   They dodge and slalom around the various objects scattered on the floor, trying not to trip. Janice kicks something, and when Minda trains her flashlight on it, a roll of toilet paper rolls away, unraveling a white carpet behind it. 
 
   Reaching the door, Minda waits a moment as thunderous footfalls stomp past. There are shouts and cries of “Full evac!” and other indistinguishable orders. “No matter what, we don’t stop,” Minda says. “Everyone will be on the move and we’ll blend in if we keep moving.”
 
   Benson nods and looks at his mother to confirm her understanding. “Move out,” Janice says. And then she starts reciting a series of seemingly random letters and numbers. The key, he realizes. It’s an incredibly long and convoluted password, and he can’t help but be impressed by her ability to remember it. Despite the stress and strain her brain has been subject to in the last ten years, his mother is still in there somewhere, still the intelligent, funny, somewhat quirky woman who raised him.
 
   Minda eases the door open and peeks out, motioning for them to follow her. She starts at a brisk walk, but quickly speeds to a trot. Both he and Minda know the diagram of the building by heart, and he thinks Janice does too. Two of them can fall, but not the third. Not his mother. 
 
   A stampede of heavily armed Hunters storm from a hallway to the right, but turn away from them, running in the other direction. They don’t look back. From their perspective, the threat is an outward one. 
 
   Minda turns right, down the passage from which the agents emerged. Her flashlight dances along the floor, bouncing with each step. They’re close now. They make a left and a short corridor ends at a final door marked Control Room. Authorized Personnel Only.
 
   As expected, the door is locked. Benson’s father had informed them it would be, no matter what. It runs on independent power, separate from the rest of the network. He also instructed them on how to override the mechanism. But it’s his father’s last warning that worries him now. “The Control Room will be protected. Even if the building itself is collapsing, someone will be inside, fully prepared to die guarding it.” Originally the plan had been for Michael Kelly to use his authority as Head of Pop Con to breach the room and use the key to take down the system. They’ll have to use a less subtle approach.
 
   Minda punches in the overrides and the lock clicks open. She looks at Benson and he’s glad to see the familiar steel in her eyes. Even if he shouldn’t, he feels safe with her on his side. If anyone can help his mother survive this, it’s her. She offers him a small, knowing smile and then pushes inside.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly hurtles over the president’s desk with reckless abandon. President Ford Jr isn’t ready for the sudden attack, but he recovers quickly, diving to the left as Michael’s fist glances off his jaw. His gun goes off, ripping through the ceiling and raining plaster around them. 
 
   As he lands hard on the leader of the free world, Michael’s body is screaming in pain, but he doesn’t care, raining blows into the midsection with one fist while grappling with the president’s wrist with the other hand, trying to wrench the gun away. Another wild shot rings out as the heavy beat of distant thunder rolls across the sky. 
 
   Michael barely registers either sound, so intense is his focus. He knows he’s running out of time. Whoever’s watching this room will be here any second.
 
   As if in response to his thoughts, he hears a door open. Although he’s surprised not to hear a shout or the patter of frantic footsteps across the office’s hardwood floor, he doesn’t take the time to think about it, using his tongue to work the dispersal device past his teeth and between his lips while continuing to pin the president’s gun hand to the floor. 
 
   He lands two more punches and then reaches for the pin-like device, risking some of the poison on his lips when he removes the cap while still holding it in his mouth. 
 
   “That’s enough, Michael,” a familiar, but impossible, voice says. 
 
   The cap slips from Michael’s fingers as both he and the president cease their struggle to look at the owner of the voice. 
 
   Michael frowns when he sees the man holding the gun. He’s never met him, and yet…that voice…
 
   “You—you—impossible,” President Ford says, awe in his tone. 
 
   “Then you know who I am?” the man says. 
 
   Michael frowns, searching the man’s age-worn face for some hint of his identity. Nothing. He’s a stranger with the voice of a dead man. 
 
   “My brother,” the president says. “Terrence. You’re alive. But how?”
 
   Michael’s heart skips a beat. This can’t possibly be Terrence Ford. He doesn’t look anything like the man, despite the fact that his voice is like a ghost from the past.
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you,” the man says. “You two certainly tried your best to kill me after my wife’s unauthorized birth. Of course, the fact that I fooled you didn’t save the lives of my daughter or wife.”
 
   Michael can hardly believe it, and yet he knows it’s true. This man is the Destroyer’s father, the president’s brother, the father of the one and only Slip that he was ever involved in killing during his tenure at Pop Con. The man who changed his face to protect his brother’s reputation and then died on a rooftop protecting his illegal daughter. 
 
   Or at least that’s what Michael thought.
 
   “Mr. Michael Kelly. You look surprised. The man you killed was a friend of mine. He would watch my daughter from time to time, so I could scrounge around for food. I would’ve expected a little more compassion out of you, considering our shared situations, but all you seem to care about is your own illegal child.”
 
   “Benson,” Michael breathes.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve met him. We never got along that well, perhaps because I knew he was yours the whole time.”
 
   “You met Benson? How?”
 
   The man laughs. “I’m no longer scrounging for food. I have resources. I have men and women at my disposal, willing to sacrifice themselves for a greater cause. Giving their lives to give the great gift of Life to others. Can you guess now or do you need some more obvious hints?”
 
   Although Michael has the answer, it’s President Ford who speaks it first. “Jarrod,” he says. “You’re the Lifer leader? But we already caught him. We killed him.”
 
   “It was all a ploy. We had to give you someone so you’d relax a bit. We needed that concert to move forward as scheduled. And don’t sound so surprised. It was the pair of you that made me who I am. If not for your sins, I might’ve taken my own life all those years ago. But instead, my hate for you was stronger than my grief for my family and gave me something to live for. And something to fight for.”
 
   “You think taking the lives of innocents is the way to fight?” the president says. “You’re a terrorist, Brother, nothing more.”
 
   “With all the blood on your hands, I’d say that’s a little hypocritical of you.”
 
   Michael notices the president’s furtive glances at the door, as if expecting the cavalry to arrive any second.
 
   Noticing his brother’s eye movements, Jarrod says, “No one’s coming. They’re all dead. I killed them. I’ve gotten quite good at that sort of thing.”
 
   Thunder continues to roll across the sky, although Michael thought the night was relatively clear. A storm must’ve moved in unexpectedly.
 
   Jarrod/Terrence cups a hand to his ear. “Ahh, the sound of retribution,” he says.
 
   Michael listens to the thunder, finally noticing something strange about the sound. It’s more like fireworks. Or…explosions.
 
   “What did you do?” he accuses, releasing the president. But he knows. Destroying Pop Con has been the Lifer’s goal from day one, and Michael’s entire family is there, led by his very own pigheaded plan like lambs to the slaughter. We needed that concert to move forward as scheduled. A mix of fear and anger blooming in his chest, Michael doesn’t care about the gun in his face or the gun held by President Ford, which is now aimed at him from the side. Because both of these men are murderers, like him, and they all deserve to die together. He plucks the pin from his mouth, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” Jarrod says, cocking his weapon. “My brother is mine. But you first.”
 
   Michael’s life doesn’t flash before his eyes and time doesn’t slow down, but he does see his family in his mind’s eye. Not the way they are, but how they should’ve been. If the world was different. A mom and dad who loves their children. Twin brothers who are best friends one minute and worst enemies the next. Shared history and experiences, and deep unconditional love for one another. And when Michael blinks he realizes that all that is true. The perfect image he’s created is real. Not even Pop Con could prevent his family from becoming who they were always meant to be. 
 
   As Jarrod’s knuckles turn white and he slowly pulls the trigger, Michael knows he’s ready. He’s achieved what he always wanted to. He’s given his family a life. Not a perfect one, but one together, regardless of what happens tonight. 
 
   Out of nowhere, there’s a snarl and a bark and a white ball of fury attaches itself to Jarrod’s wrist a split-second before he pulls the trigger. A shot rings out, but it’s somewhere over Michael’s head, and he watches in awe as Lola clamps down on Jarrod’s arm, shaking her head from side to side as he tries to dislodge her. “Damn dog,” Jarrod mutters.
 
   President Ford grabs Michael’s arm, and when he turns, his former friend is staring at the pin between his fingers. The president’s chin lifts and his eyes meet Michael’s. The look Jeremy Ford offers is an unexpected one: surrender. And then he turns and shoots his brother in the chest, the sound deafening. Although shocked, Michael reacts instantly, shoving the pin deep into the president’s flesh, just south of his neck. 
 
   The president drops the gun and looks at him with wild eyes, foam already bubbling from his lips. His body convulses three times and then goes still. 
 
   Disgusted, Michael rolls away, turning his attention to Terrence, who’s on his knees, clutching his chest, blood bubbling between his fingers. His plastic face is stark white, his lips parted slightly. Lola has backed off, but continues to bark at him. He gasps, struggling to breathe, but then manages to speak. “If you have any conscience left, change this world, my old friend.” 
 
   When he collapses it’s with an unquestionable finality that Michael feels deep in his chest. 
 
   An hour later, government officials from the city find him buried under the desk sobbing into his hands, consoled only by a BotDog named Lola, licking away his tears one by one as they fall. 
 
   They quietly take him into custody and begin the investigation into the president’s assassination.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Geoffrey is still pressing the button, over and over and over, wanting his pain to end, wanting to disappear, wanting to forget his life and his sister and go somewhere else, when Check pries the detonator from his grip. Geoffrey grabs at the wires, trying to shove them under his bulky shirt, trying to connect them, but Rod gently pulls them away, speaking in a hushed voice.
 
   “Shh, little man. It’s over. It’s over.”
 
   Somewhere in the distance, a series of explosions rock the city, BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!, while Geoffrey clings to his friends and soaks their shirts with his tears.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Control Room glows with eerie red light. Along the right-hand side is a massive holo-screen, full of boxes with various status reports and other information that means little to Benson. Various controls are mounted on a long desk that runs the length of the screen. Five empty chairs sit at haphazard angles to each other, abandoned. 
 
   His father was wrong, he realizes. Even those who were meant to stay to the bitter end abandoned ship when the earth started shaking. He lets out a deep breath, relieved that the hardest part of the mission has suddenly become the easiest. Punch in the codes and get out. 
 
   “Mom,” Benson says.
 
   “The key,” she answers, smiling and stepping inside. 
 
   “You’re up,” he confirms.
 
   As Minda shows her where to sit and instructs her on what she needs to do, Benson scans the opposite half of the small room. Five large black rectangular servers take up the entirety of the back wall. They cast building-like shadows across the floor, spilling to Benson’s feet. 
 
   Another shadow appears, but this one is moving and looks like a mutated person with four arms, four legs, and two heads. Before Benson can raise his gun, a voice says, “Drop it.”
 
   He hesitates, glancing at Minda, who’s on her feet, standing in front of Janice forming a human shield. A man steps from the shadows, one arm cinched around the neck of another man, a gun to his head. 
 
   “SamAdams,” Benson says, immediately recognizing the inner member of the consortium who saved them from certain death once before while they hid in an igloo on a snowfield. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says. “I came here to try to provide cover for you, but he got here first.”
 
   Benson recognizes the other man, too. Charles Boggs, the interim Head of Pop Con and tenured Crow boss. “Enough chit chat,” Boggs says. “Drop your weapons or I’ll blow his freaking head off.”
 
   Benson doesn’t want anyone else to die on his behalf, but he also knows he can’t drop his gun. Not when his mother is speaking the key slowly into some sort of microphone, not when her life is at stake, as well as the success of a mission so important it dwarfs the value of any of their individual lives. 
 
   “Shirley,” SamAdams says, using the first part of Minda’s old codename. “Cut off the arm to save the person.”
 
   “Shut your mouth,” Boggs orders, but Minda’s already nodding, aiming her gun at her friend, and pulling the trigger.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison swears the labyrinthine corridors of the Pop Con building are part of some mad scientist’s experimental maze where the mouse is never supposed to find the cheese. Or maybe he just didn’t pay enough attention during the planning sessions, which is probably because his and Destiny’s part of the plan was supposedly confined to distractions and comedic relief. Instead, they’re now part of the rescue squad, although he suspects they’ve gotten themselves so lost they’ll need someone to rescue them. 
 
   At least the ground isn’t shaking anymore. Even on a hoverboard and hoverskates, the shaking floors were so vertiginous that they had to stop a few times and cling to each other for dear life. 
 
   Suddenly Destiny races ahead of him, shouting “This way!” just as the bang! of a gunshot rings out from the exact direction she’s heading. 
 
   When they turn the corner, a large door stands wide open and Harrison watches a body collapse to the floor. As he races forward, hot on Destiny’s heels, more gunshots shatter the silence and someone cries out in pain. Ahead of him, Destiny bashes into someone, and he realizes it’s Benson. As Harrison fills the space just behind them, a bullet whistles past his ear, narrowly missing. He glances left to find the man who was once a father to him clutching his abdomen and aiming his gun. Not at Harrison, nor at Benson and Destiny, who are in a pile on the floor, nor at Minda, who lies motionless nearby, but at a smallish woman hunched over a control panel, murmuring a series of letters and numbers. 
 
   His mother.
 
   Harrison shoots forward, and leans back all the way, using a reckless and difficult maneuver he and his friends used to occasionally attempt at the end of hoverball practice just for the hell of it. Now he does it because he doesn’t know what else to do.
 
   As he falls, his board flips up, still attached magnetically to his shoes. He feels more than hears the thud of the barrage of bullets that smash into the bottom of the hoverboard, the impacts punctuated by the blasts in his ears. The force of the blows knocks his heels over his head and he spins, twisting in midair to try to get control, face planting hard between Minda’s fallen form and the Benson/Destiny pileup. 
 
   Charles Boggs’s gun clicks, his ammo expired, and he reaches for another clip.
 
   There’s ringing in Harrison’s ears and his leg is bent awkwardly beneath him, screaming with pain. He thinks it might be broken, but that doesn’t stop him from grabbing the back of one of the chairs and attempting to drag himself to his feet, the board scraping the floor. 
 
   Boggs snaps the clip in place and lifts the gun and Harrison knows he doesn’t have enough left in the tank to stop him, but then—
 
   Boom!
 
   There’s a flash of flame from near the ground and Boggs is twisted around by the impact as the slug from Benson’s gun rocks him back. His gun goes flying, flipping end over end and bouncing off of one of the large black servers. 
 
   In the background, Janice says, “…D46K. Key confirmed.” 
 
   Key confirmed, the computer drones. Fingerprint confirmed. Retinal signature accepted. Program modification accepted. Initializing transfer. Transfer in progress. Transfer to be completed in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…transfer complooooooooohhhhhttttttttttttt
 
   And just like that, the giant holo-screen and all the flashing lights on the control panel wink out. 
 
   Harrison throws his head back and screams at the ceiling in victory.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   If the right kind of care is received, most physical wounds will heal. Benson knows this. He’s counting on this. Harrison’s broken leg, now in a cast, will stitch itself back together and allow him to run and hoverboard and be an athlete again. After two emergency surgeries, Minda’s through-and-through bullet wound will close off and repair itself, and Benson suspects she’ll be kicking ass and taking names soon enough. If not for Simon, who knocked out a guard, stole his keycard, and showed up to carry her out, things might’ve been different for her, but that’s what friends are for. Even good old SamAdams, whose real name, Benson has recently learned, is Devon McDermott, made it through thanks to the pinpoint accuracy of Minda’s flesh-wound shot to his leg. Benson’s pretty sure he’d meant for her to kill him to save the world, but she found a way to save him and save the world. 
 
   However, for Benson, emotional wounds are a completely different matter. The deep pain from the deaths of his friends and loved ones is always there, a constant reminder of what he’s had and what he’s lost. He doesn’t think those internal wounds will ever heal, not entirely. And maybe they shouldn’t, he thinks. Maybe this is our burden to carry as the survivors. 
 
   He knows the world is changing for the better, but it’s going to take time. Sadly, thousands died in the Saint Louis bombings orchestrated by Jarrod and the Lifers. More senseless killings in a world where violence is becoming all too commonplace. And yet, surely, slowly, the wheels of change ease forward, trying to gain momentum as they bounce over rocks and imperfections in the road. Events of the magnitude that occurred in Saint Louis, as well as their subsequent fallout, pretty much guaranteed that the RUSA would have to take a long hard look at itself. For that, Benson is glad. 
 
   So while somewhere out there bodies are still being pulled from the wreckage, debris is still being moved from the streets, and scared people are still comforting each other, it’s not for nothing. As they rebuild their city, they can reshape the world, too.
 
   His father is coming home today. The trial was short and took place behind closed doors, but in the end the shattered government told the story they wanted to tell: That Michael Kelly was a hero. Jarrod, the leader of the terrorist group known as the Lifers, besieged the president’s private residence, killing his entire security detail. Michael Kelly, who happened to be there as a guest of the president, did everything in his power to save President Ford, but failed, barely managing to kill the terrorist himself, and escape with his own life. Any sins he may have committed in the past have been forgiven, and he’s a free man. The city needed a hero, and they got one.
 
   Benson laughs as he rereads the news article, amazed how powerful the press really is. If they write it, it must be true. His father told a very different story when he was permitted to visit him in prison. 
 
   “Insane, right?” Harrison says, crutching over awkwardly and plopping down next to Benson. His brother’s hair is starting to fill in again, as is his. Seeing Harrison’s bright blue eyes up close is once more like looking in the mirror. Which is the way it’s supposed to be.
 
   They’re in the house Harrison grew up in, the house Benson should have grown up in. Although it feels weird, after a few weeks it’s starting to feel like home. He thinks it might be because of all the people living in it with him, like maybe home is wherever your loved ones are, and not some place on a map. “Why isn’t there a story in there about my hoverboard move that saved Mom and destroyed all the Pop Con data? Or your lucky shot that took out Charles Boggs? We should’ve been the heroes, not Dad.”
 
   Benson laughs, because his brother is grinning. “Lucky?”
 
   “Looked like luck from where I was,” Harrison says, shrugging.
 
   “As the older brother, I’m pretty sure I taught you everything you know,” Benson says.
 
   Although his brother smiles and punches him on the arm, he can still see the grimace at the reminder that Benson was really the first one born. “My leg,” he grunts. Benson lets him have his little lie. 
 
   “I think we probably aren’t getting called heroes because we fled the crime scene and no one actually knows who we are,” Benson surmises.
 
   “You think? Yeah, that’s probably it,” Harrison says, flicking on the holo. A Hawk-eye view appears of an aut-car coasting along one of the intact roads left in Saint Louis. All around the vehicle are patches of destruction, like black eyes on the face of the city. “I still can’t believe Jarrod blew up half of Saint Louis,” Harrison murmurs.
 
   “Technically it was a quarter of the city,” Benson says.
 
   Harrison makes his voice high-pitched and annoying, nothing like how Benson thinks he really sounds. “Technically it was a quarter of the city,” he mimics.
 
   “Just saying.” Check told him what Geoffrey did, and why Pop Con headquarters didn’t blow up with the rest of the city, killing them all. Check and Rod managed to stop Geoffrey from connecting the detonator to his explosive vest. Which he supposes makes his best friends heroes too. Saint Louis is full of heroes, it seems, and the people don’t even know it. 
 
   “You know what’s weird?” Harrison says.
 
   “The fact that we look exactly alike and I’m still better looking?” Benson says.
 
   Harrison ignores him, although he does get a smirk. “As soon as we found out I’m really the Slip and you’re not, everything went back to zero. I feel like I hit a big reset button and avoided a part of my life that would’ve been terrible.”
 
   Benson is somewhat surprised that his brother would speak so openly about what they learned about their births. He tries to catch his twin’s eyes, but Harrison continues to stare at the holo. “I guess that’s kind of funny,” Benson says. “In a good way. No one should have to go through that. No one should have to feel like they’re not wanted, hated simply for being born. In the end, we’re all just humans, connected by things we can’t touch, like laughter and love and our fear of being left behind. Our fear of death. Of not being included in something we think is important and great but don’t really understand.”
 
   Harrison finally turns to meet his gaze. “Nice speech, bro,” he says, and Benson can tell he means it.
 
   Just as the aut-car on the holo turns down a familiar road, Janice comes tumbling down the stairs with Destiny in tow. Check, Rod, and Geoffrey aren’t far behind. Simon and Minda, descending gingerly, bring up the rear. 
 
   “He’s home!” Janice shouts, throwing the door wide open. Benson smiles and glances at the screen, where their house comes into view, the door opening outward and Janice stepping onto the front porch. 
 
   “So weird,” Harrison says, but he lets Benson help him up. 
 
   With Janice’s arm around his waist, Michael Kelly steps inside carrying a ball of fur that immediately leaps to the floor and bounds into Harrison’s waiting arms. “My little hero,” he says, kissing Lola’s forehead. Benson scratches her under the chin and goes to embrace his father.
 
   “Welcome home,” he says.
 
   “You too, Son. You too.”
 
   Once Michael Kelly is inside and the holo-news reporters have been chased away, the real celebration begins. There are hugs and kisses and war stories. And the tale of a brave little BotDog that refused to obey her own programming; Lola’s an example to them all that you don’t have to be what someone says you are. You can be whatever you choose. 
 
   They celebrate not only for each other, but for Luce and Gonzo, who sacrificed everything to save them. For the thousands of children who could now be born without needing authorization, without fear of termination. For those that paved the way before them, and for those who never gave up. 
 
   There will be a bold new world of their creation, and they celebrate that too. Benson knows that the Kelly’s started out as four, and they’ll end as four-plus. No matter what.
 
   No matter how hard the fight.
 
   No matter what trials await them. 
 
   They’ve got each other’s backs, because that’s what families do.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Geoffrey clings to the memories of his sister and Gonzo, because that’s what he has. As much as he’s lost, he can’t lose those. 
 
   He’s slowly coming to terms with the hand he played in the events that transpired on the night of the Sonic Boom concert. How wrong he was, about everything. He knows it was grief and anger that drove his actions, and that if he’d listened to his heart for a single second, things might’ve been different. 
 
   It’s hard not to blame himself, but Check says he shouldn’t. A detonator linked to the bombs that destroyed the city was found on Jarrod’s dead body. If Geoffrey somehow failed to press the button, Jarrod would have anyway. The only explosives Geoffrey was solely responsible for were strapped to his chest, and those ones were never detonated. Even if he might’ve done it—like really really might’ve done it—he didn’t. His friends saved him from himself, which is what friends have to do sometimes. They saved far more than his life that day. They saved his soul too. He hopes he’ll be able to pay them back someday.
 
   In the moments just before sleep, he sees Luce in his mind, her memory more vivid than the clearest image from a holo-screen:
 
   “Last time,” Luce says. She picks him up and twirls him around and he feels like he’s flying. Since she saved him from the orphanage, he always feels like he’s flying. Like he’s living. There’s not much to eat, but it’s enough. Because he has her. And she has him. 
 
   She tosses him onto the couch and he giggles. “One more time?” he begs.
 
   Her smile is a million miles wide, her blue eyes sparkling. “One more last time,” she agrees, scooping him up again.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised your dad didn’t lay down the law and make us sleep in separate rooms,” Destiny whispers in his ear. 
 
   Harrison grins in the dark, relishing the body heat they get to share. “I think it might be more a matter of limited beds than anything else.”
 
   “Are you saying we’re only doing this to make sure everyone gets a bed?”
 
   “Well, my bed is the biggest…”
 
   Destiny throws off the covers. “Well then, I guess we could invite a few of the smaller people to squeeze in with us. Geoffrey, your mom…”
 
   Harrison grabs Destiny and she squeals as he drags her back. “And not be able to do this?” he says, his lips finding hers. Their bodies intertwine and they forget about limited sleeping space and coming home parties and the damaged world they live in.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Janice is happy. So happy. For a while she thought happiness was the sun that never reached her room in the asylum. The wind that battered the window but never came inside. The birds singing their hearts out but never loud enough for her to hear their songs. She thought happiness was unreachable, as angry as Zoran the Adventurer trapped on a wristwatch strapped to her arm.
 
   Now she knows it was just hiding, for a while. She thinks maybe happiness isn’t an automatic thing—that sometimes you have to go through a whole lot of awful to find it. That sometimes it comes when you least expect it, and so you should enjoy every second of joy you get. 
 
   That’s what she’s doing now. Feeling her husband’s hand against hers is part of it. In the asylum his hands would burn her, but now they feel so gentle, so loving. It’s not that he changed into a monster and then changed back—no, he was always the same person—it’s that he hid his true self so he could do the impossible things that he never wanted to have to do. Now his smile is worth a million years in the asylum.
 
   Benson seems happy too, talking with his friends, Check and Rod, joking like normal teenagers should. Not planning missions and wearing disguises and diving in front of bullets. 
 
   “The time after,” as Janice likes to call it, seems to be helping Minda and Simon as well. Minda isn’t so serious all the time and Simon doesn’t curl his fists as much. They’ve been talking to each other a lot. She can see them having a future. And beautifully giant babies.
 
   As for her, she’s content just to be herself. Mom and Janice and Mrs. Kelly and, if they ever need her again, the key. 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue
 
   One year later
 
    
 
   Benson’s read the article three times already, and he still finds it hard to believe. Not that the headline on his holo allows for any ambiguity or confusion: 
 
    
 
   The Department of Population Control Officially Dissolved
 
    
 
   Benson shakes his head. He supposes the world seems like an impossible place sometimes, until you stand up and make it possible. That’s what they did—all of them. Even Lola, the unexpected hero. 
 
   A note in fine print at the bottom of the article catches Benson’s eye: In accordance with recent updates to the Freedom of Speech Act, comments will no longer be monitored. 
 
   Beneath that, there are more than twenty thousand comments, none of which have been removed for disciplinary action. Some are against the dissolution of Pop Con, but the majority are overwhelmingly in favor of the change. 
 
   Benson thinks back to all that has happened since the night of the concert. Minda participated in a government investigation into alleged food surpluses. As it turns out, food wasn’t as scarce as everyone was made to think. Instead, the twenty percent surplus was being sent overseas, to the United Asian States, who’d been blackmailing the RUSA with threats of nuclear attack. Hence the “nuclear testing” in the Pacific, which was really a reminder to President Ford Jr. to continue his illegal exports. When Ford died, the arrangement was flipped upside down and the UAS retaliated, mounting a nuclear assault. Most of the missiles were shot down, but others hit their targets, destroying several major cities which will likely never be rebuilt. The tragedy continues to weigh heavily on everyone’s minds these days, and Benson knows the country will mourn for years, as they should. Ford’s successor, President Anderson, was brought in after a series of emergency elections. Benson thinks she’s a good woman, although he wasn’t eighteen yet so he couldn’t vote for her. Michael and Janice Kelly did though. Minda too. The new president’s first act was to promptly rejoin the United Nations with a promise to make international relations a priority for her presidency. Her approval rating soared in her first week. The war with the UAS continues, but with most of the world against them, they aren’t firing as many nukes. From what Benson’s been reading, a ceasefire is likely to be reached in days, not months. 
 
   After an anonymous tip, a separate investigation uncovered President Ford’s super soldier program, which was immediately shutdown. All of the data pointed to major concerns about the psychological impacts of the technology, which had been ignored by President Ford and his scientists. 
 
   So much good, but a whole lot of bad, too. That’s just life, Benson knows. There will always be evil and wrongness in the world, but that’s why it’s even more important to stand and fight for what you believe in. 
 
   Benson understands that things aren’t perfect, and never will be, but they’re getting better. There’s a surplus of food, and according to the article he just read, the notion of an “Ideal Population” will also be ended. There will be no more Death Matches, no more Birth Authorizations, no more UnBees, and no more Slips. He’s the last of an unwanted generation, and that’s fine by him.
 
   It’s a better world because of people Benson is related to, and people he met along the way. And a little because of him, too. 
 
   In his own little slice of the world, Benson’s been enjoying school, as weird as that is. Rod has managed to get in a few fights—it will take a long time before everyone accepts the fact that Jumpers and Diggers are just people, like the rest of them—but Check and Benson had his back. Harrison did too, and now Benson’s twin wears his black eye proudly to detention with the rest of them. The guys who started the fight were expelled when a couple of witnesses came forward and told the truth.
 
   Benson has at least one class with each of his friends, including Destiny. Although he’s still ahead of her by a percentage point or two, she’s giving him a run for his money for valedictorian. He never fails to remind his brother that he’s lucky to have a smart girlfriend to balance out his own mental deficiencies. They can both laugh at that because Harrison is also in the top ten percent of their class. 
 
   Although his twin has resumed his rightful position as star of the guy’s hoverboard team, Destiny is already getting some serious attention on the girl’s hoverskating circuit, winning two races out of three. The local press is calling them ‘the hover couple’ or ‘HC’. Along with Benson, his mom, and Lola the WonderBotDog, Michael Kelly never misses one of his son’s matches or Destiny’s races. Though Lola barks like crazy, Michael’s cheers are always the loudest.
 
   Geoffrey still has his demons, and he faces them every week with a therapist, but he’s doing better and better. Michael and Janice Kelly already love him like he’s their own flesh and blood, as if he’s not even adopted. And he’ll always be Benson’s kid brother, even if Benson has trouble swallowing sometimes when he sees shades of Luce in the boy’s familiar eyes. 
 
   Simon has gone back to Canada to be close to his extended family. According to the holo-messages he sends every week, he’s doing well, and has learned to enjoy the peace of his daily visits to his wife’s grave. He meditates every day now, instead of just once a year. He’s back in the security business, and Benson knows he’ll flourish—you’d have to be crazy to go up against him.
 
   Benson’s mother still has her eccentricities, but then again, she always did. Maybe she’ll never fully recover from the trauma that made something snap in her mind, but that doesn’t seem so important to Benson anymore. She still has more good to bring to the world than most people, and she’s even taking a teaching course on the holo. He thinks she’ll be fantastic in a classroom, although her unique style might take some getting used to.
 
   Michael Kelly has become somewhat of an enigma to the nation. The hero recluse, they call him. There has already been interest in him running for office in three years. There are reporters out front every day hoping for an exclusive, but Benson doesn’t think his father will ever give them one, nor reenter the political arena. From the satisfied look in his father’s eyes, he knows Michael Kelly is happy just being with his family, at least for now. 
 
   If not for his father’s impossible decision almost eighteen years ago, to switch Benson for Harrison, things might’ve been different. Although he knows Harrison continues to harbor some level of resentment toward their father for what he did, Benson never will, because it was the right thing to do. One choice can change everything in this world, and in this case, the paths his father sent them all down led to something good. Once they got past the trials and heartache, they reached this world.
 
   This world, Benson thinks, lost in his memories.
 
   In this world, he found love, and family, and friends, and a surprisingly happy childhood, and a strength inside of him that no one can ever take away. In this world, he found something good.
 
   So as broken and wrong as this world sometimes is, Benson knows it’s still worth living each and every day to the fullest. The future isn’t set in stone for anyone, so he might as well help make it the way he wants it.
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a sample of The Moon Dwellers, which Buzzfeed calls “One of 15 Series to Read if you Enjoyed The Hunger Games”, available NOW!
 
    
 
   A personal note from David…
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this book, please, please, please (don’t make me get down on my knees and beg!) considering leaving a positive review on Amazon.com. Without reviews Amazon.com, I wouldn’t be able to write for a living, which is what I love to do! Thanks for all your incredible support and I look forward to reading your reviews.
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   Prologue
 
   Adele
 
   7 months ago
 
    
 
   Hands grope, men shout, boots slap the rock floor. 
 
   Clay dishes and pots are smashed to bits as the Enforcers sweep recklessly through our house. There are more bodies in the tiny stone box that I call home than ever before. The walls seem to be closing in. 
 
   My mother’s face is stricken with anger, her lips twisted, her eyebrows dark. I’ve never seen her fight like this. I’ve never seen her fight at all.
 
   It takes three bulging Enforcers to subdue her kicking legs, her thrashing arms. For just a moment I am scared of her and not the men. I hate myself for it.
 
   I realize my sister is by my side, watching, like me. I can’t let her see this—can’t let this be her last memory of the ones who raised us. I usher her back into the small room that we share with my parents, and close the door, shutting her inside alone. 
 
   When I turn back to the room, my mother is already gone, taken. Undigested beans from our measly supper rise in my throat.
 
   My father is next. 
 
   The Enforcers jeer at him, taunt him, spit on him. As he backs his shoulders against the cold, stark, stone wall, five men corner him. Smart. They don’t underestimate him. 
 
   He makes eye contact with me; his emerald-green eyes are hard with concentration. Despite the inherent tension in the room, his face is relaxed, calm, the exact opposite of his eyes. Run, he mouths.
 
   My feet are frozen to the floor. My knees lock, stiffen, disobey me and my father. I am ashamed. After all that my father has done for me, when it counts the most, I fail him. 
 
   One of the men lifts an arm and a gun. I hold my breath when I hear the shot, a dull thwap! that doesn’t sound like a normal gun. The man moves backwards slightly from the force, but his legs are planted firmly and he maintains his balance. 
 
   Father slumps to the floor. I feel my lips trembling, and my hand moves unbidden to my mouth. My frozen feet melt and I try to run to him, but a big body bars my way. I kick him hard, like my father taught me. My heel catches the Enforcer under his chin and his head snaps back. Like most people, he underestimates me. 
 
   The next Enforcer doesn’t. 
 
   The Taser rips into my neck and tentacles of electricity slam my jaw shut. My teeth nearly snap off my tongue, which is flailing around in my mouth. They don’t take it easy on me just because I’m a kid, or a girl—not after what I did to the first guy. Still stunned by the Taser, I barely feel the thump of their hard boots as they kick me repeatedly in the ribs. My eyes are wet, and through my blurred vision I see the arcing nightstick. 
 
   Strangely, it feels like destiny, like it was always going to happen.
 
   I hear my sister’s screams just before I black out.
 
    
 
   Tristan
 
   A brief history of the Tri-Realms
 
    
 
   They say the meteor was enormous. Any life left on the surface of the earth when it hit was wiped out by either the shockwave caused by the collision, or the resulting tsunamis unleashed across the world’s oceans. Humans were forced to move underground. Or so the story goes.
 
   Secretly, government scientists expected it for years, using covert teams of miners to dig the world’s largest caverns in preparation for the inevitable. But still: There wasn’t room for everyone. It would’ve been terrible: the Lottery. Families ripped apart; friends lost; blossoming relationships cut off at the knees. Of course, key individuals, like politicians, doctors, scientists, and farmers received a free pass, but all others just got a number. The number gave them a one in a hundred chance of getting selected to move into the underground facilities. 
 
   All the rest were destroyed.
 
   And that was just the United States. No one knows for sure what happened to the rest of the world. Perhaps they weren’t so prepared. Perhaps they were all dead. 
 
   Year Zero would have been difficult for everyone. Losing relatives who didn’t make the cut; eating from the rations of rice and beans and hoping it wouldn’t run out before the leaders and their teams of advisors could come up with a way to grow food underground; most people becoming miners; living in darkness.
 
   Now all of that is just a part of everyday life. 
 
   These days, time is measured from the day the meteor hit. It’s 499 PM (Post-Meteor). Time before Armageddon is referred to as Before-Meteor, or BM. The funny thing about Armageddon: we survived. Well, some of us anyway.
 
   Year Zero’s first president was Stafford Hughes. Things were run much like before Armageddon, albeit in a slightly more haphazard manner. The U.S. Constitution was upheld, laws were revised as required for our new living situation, new laws were created.
 
   But it didn’t last. It couldn’t last.
 
   Things were too different. People were too scared. There was too much chaos.
 
   More structure was required.
 
   The first Nailin was elected to president in 126 PM. His name was Wilfred Nailin. He was my great-great (and a lot more greats) grandfather. At that point elections were still held regularly. Congress decided that given the state of America, elections should be held every five years instead of four, with the opportunity for reelection after the first term. But Wilfred wasn’t satisfied with ten years in power, so after his first reelection he pushed a new law through Congress that allowed for a third presidential term, but only if supported by the people, of course. 
 
   There were rumors of ballot-rigging. 
 
   After his second reelection, he passed a law that allowed him to remain in power indefinitely, assuming he obtained approval from Congress every five years. At the same time he passed a law that also permitted Senators and Representatives to maintain their elected positions indefinitely, unless the president released them from service. It was a circular system, one where bribery and deep pockets ruled. Who you knew meant much more than what you knew.
 
   The people had lost their voice.
 
   That wasn’t the end of it.
 
   Wilfred’s next move was to secure his family’s future. He had one son, Edward Nailin. With the full support of Congress, Wilfred managed to pass a law that allowed positions to be handed down from generation to generation within each family, so long as Congress and the president unanimously approved it. Public elections continued to be held, but they were fixed so that no new contenders could infiltrate the inner circle of the government, which was holding all the cards.
 
   It worked for a while. In fact, people seemed to like the more rigid and consistent structure. Soon, however, the gap started to widen between the classes. The wealthy began to take more and more liberties, much to the middle and lower classes’ frustration. The complaints started pouring in from those who were being disadvantaged, but they were largely ignored. It got to the point where fights were breaking out in the streets. “Elected” officials couldn’t walk down the street without being accosted by the poor and depressed. Something had to be done!
 
   The Tri-Realms were created from 215 PM to 255 PM. First the Moon Realm was excavated, using the advancements in mining technology to create massive caverns deep beneath the original caverns, to build more cities in. Natural caves were used as a starting point, widened and heightened to the extensive size required to house thousands of people. Heavy beams of rock were used to support the caverns’ roofs, which were prone to cave-ins. Middle and lower class citizens were used to do the work, having been convinced by large salaries and the opportunity to “advance our civilization for the good of humankind.” 
 
   Once the caverns were complete, the workers were forced to take their families to live in them. Then the work on the Star Realm began, digging even deeper below the earth’s surface. Fewer resources were allocated to excavating the Star Realm, and therefore, the caverns were smaller, more confined, more densely populated. The poorest citizens were sent to live in the deepest caverns. 
 
   The top level was given the name of the Sun Realm.
 
   Each of the Tri-Realms was split up into eight chapters, and each chapter into between two and six subchapters depending on its size, each of which was populated by between ten and a hundred thousand people. 
 
   Over time, taxes were increased annually for the moon and Star Dwellers, as those living in the Moon and Star Realms were called, until the Sun Realm was receiving significant resources to improve their own caverns. Life was good for the Sun Dwellers. Unfortunately, it wasn’t for anyone else.
 
   The U.S. Constitution was legally abolished in 302 PM. 
 
   A Nailin has been in power for more than 350 years. 
 
   My father told my brother and me the whole story when we turned twelve. I still remember the smug smile on his face when he finished. He’s proud of what Wilfred accomplished. 
 
   I’m disgusted by it. Sometimes I think about it, and it makes me sick. Like now, lying in bed and wishing my mother was still around. I don’t know why I’m thinking about history right now, but I am.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Adele
 
   Present day
 
    
 
   Something’s happening to my body. There’s a dull ache in my skull and ripples of energy coursing down my spine. It all started when I saw him. I know I should hate him—everyone else around me does. 
 
   “Filthy mutt,” I hear one guy growl. “He should’ve stayed above.”
 
   “Yeah,” another guy says. “I’m surprised he’s gettin’ his shoes dirty down ’ere with the rats.”
 
   I’m sitting in the Yard. The Yard is what we call the expansive area outside the Pen’s main building, although I don’t know who came up with the name, because it makes no sense. There’s no yard, just barren rock. Real yards—with grass, bushes, and trees—are magical places that don’t exist in our world. 
 
   The high fence surrounding the prison buzzes with electricity and threatens us with barbed wire. Through the fence we can see our town, subchapter 14 of the Moon Realm. And the non-prisoners can also see us, the convicted. 
 
   Even as I stare at freedom through the fence, the feeling gets stronger, like a tingling in the back of my scalp; but it really hurts, too—achy and throbbing. I feel…I feel drawn to him, in the most painful of ways. Now wait just a minute before you judge me, it’s not love at first sight if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s something else entirely, but I don’t have a name for it. I’d like to think it’s magic, like in the illegal fantasy books my grandmother used to read me, but there’s no magic in the dark, underground world we live in. Nothing but rocks and electrified fences and pain.
 
   The parade passes the Pen, just outside the fence, so close, making all kinds of noise: people cheering, drums thumping, dogs barking. 
 
   And Tristan, smiling and waving.
 
   All the girls in my old school are in love with Tristan. Obviously, none of them know him, but like any male celebrity, he captures the attention of young, naïve females. But I’ve always hated him, because of what he represents. 
 
   Now, stuck in the Pen, it seems like an awfully big waste of energy—to hate the son of the president, who I don’t even know. Perhaps if I hadn’t hated him in the past, none of this would’ve happened. Perhaps my family would still be together. Maybe it was bad karma. But no matter how much I try to wish it all away, my past is the zit that you pop, watch bleed, watch heal, only to see poking from your skin again a week later. 
 
   Tristan is the polar opposite of a recurring blemish. Blond, curly hair. Seventeen but already over six feet tall. Strong, solid frame. A princely face. Big, navy blue eyes. An addictive smile, with right-sized lips and ivory teeth. My brain is telling me to stop staring at him, but for some reason I can’t, like the pain coursing down my spine is only tolerable if I continue facing him. He flashes a smile.
 
   The throbbing grows duller in my head, the buzzing down my spine sharper. My body is telling me something. The pull toward Tristan is getting stronger and more painful. But why?
 
   There are about a thousand of his adoring fans outside the Pen, lining the streets, screaming his name and throwing flowers at his car. I even see one of them chuck her undergarments at him. 
 
   “You like him, don’t you?” a voice says from behind.
 
   I turn, unable to stop the look of surprise that blankets my face. A tall, thin girl stands before me. Her strangely white hair is long and straight, reaching all the way to the small of her back. She has porcelain features, as if her face was drawn on by an artist. I can’t help wondering what a beautiful girl like her is doing in a place like this. 
 
   “Can I help you?” I say, somewhat rudely. 
 
   “I’m Tawni,” the girl says, sticking out her hand. 
 
   I stare at her slender fingers like they’re a nest of snakes, hesitate, and then eventually take them. I shiver at her icy touch, but her handshake feels surprisingly firm for how thin she is.
 
   “Sorry. Poor circulation,” she says.
 
   I chew my lip, considering her. “Have a seat,” I finally say with a slight wave of my arm. 
 
   Flashing a grin, she takes a seat next to me on the rock bench. “Thanks,” she says.
 
   I grin back. I can’t believe it. I’m actually smiling. Well, sort of. I think it’s a pathetic attempt, but at least my lips are curled up in a crooked, awkward, I-don’t-know-how-to-smile-for-pictures kind of way. You know, like those kids in Year Three who always end up with the worst yearbook photos? The ones with the crazy eyes and fake smiles. That’s me trying to smile at my new friend, Tawni. 
 
   “Are you going to answer my question or what?” she says.
 
   I go back to chewing on my lip. “What question?” I say, feigning ignorance.
 
   “C’mon,” she says. “Do you like Tristan or not?”
 
   “I don’t know him,” I say neutrally, internally considering whether she’s one of his crazed fans, obsessive to the point of throwing underwear. 
 
   The parade passes slowly—Tristan will be out of sight in a few minutes, moving down another street, probably heading toward Moon Hall, where the local politicians gather to do whatever it is that they do. Mostly screw us over. I crane my neck, trying to get a final glimpse of his smile.
 
   “I don’t think he’s a bad guy,” Tawni says. 
 
   “Mmm, really?” I say, only half listening.
 
   “No. I mean his dad’s a jerk, but I don’t think kids should be judged by what their stupid parents do.”
 
   My ears perk up. I glance at Tawni. Her slight grin has melted. Her lips are pursed and thin. If nothing else, her statement has piqued my interest in her. Where she comes from, who she is, what she’s done to land herself in this hellhole. And why she cares about what Tristan and his father do. 
 
   Tawni ignores my look and continues watching the parade, so I turn back, too. The lead car, in which Tristan is standing, is about to turn the corner. He’s waving to his fans, smiling his mesmerizing smile, and then…
 
   …he looks at me. 
 
   Right at me, like his eyes are gun sights and I’m their target. Despite the distance, it’s like they pierce my soul, sending waves of energy up my back and through my neck, slamming into my brain like a freaking sledge hammer. 
 
   “Arrr!” I cry out, flinching. I tear my eyes away from him and settle my head in my hands, massaging my pounding temples.
 
   “What is it?” Tawni asks, putting an arm on my back.
 
   Ignoring her, I glance up at Tristan, who’s still looking my way. The pounding in my skull comes back in droves, but not quite as strong this time.
 
   As I stare at him, his face changes. Gone is the smile. Gone are his piercing eyes. All swallowed up in a frown. At first I think I was rude, that I’ve stared too long, or too crazy, because of my weird spasm, but then I feel a presence approaching from the side—a dark shadow. 
 
   Not good.
 
    
 
   THE MOON DWELLERS by David Estes is available NOW!
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