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For my mom,
who always believed in me more than I did.
And who never once tried to mind control me.
I think.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

“Open Minds pushed me to the edge of my imagination and then tossed me over the edge as I screamed for more. Quinn has created an intensely dangerous world both inside the minds of her characters and outside—a world that left me asking myself questions I would never have asked before. When you can literally control the thoughts of others, how far will you go? Quinn takes the reader to this reality with breathtaking control and sparkle. Read this and you’ll never look at your thoughts the same again.”
—Michelle Davidson Argyle, author of Monarch and Cinders
 
“Open Minds boils with action, adventure, and surprises. I was fully invested in this inventive world and the protagonist. A story that had me imagining what if, long after I finished it.”
—Terry Lynn Johnson, author of Dogsled Dreams






 

A zero like me shouldn’t take public transportation.
The hunched driver wrinkled a frown before I even got on the bus. Her attempt to read my mind would get her nothing but the quiet of the street corner where I stood. I kept my face neutral. Nobody trusted a zero to begin with, but scowling back would only make the driver more suspicious. I gripped my backpack and gym bag tighter and climbed the grime-coated steps. The driver’s mental command whooshed the door closed behind me.
Yeah, junior year was off to a fantastic start already.
Students crammed the bus, which stank of too many bodies baking in the early morning heat. I shuffled past the dead-silent rows, avoiding backpacks and black instrument cases. Two years of being the Invisible Girl had taught me a few things. As long as I didn’t touch an exposed arm or speak out loud, the blank spot of my mind would go unnoticed in the swirling sea of their thoughts. Which was great, until I needed a seat on a crowded bus.
With a soft hiss of water exhaust, the bus lurched forward. I grabbed a sticky seatback to keep from falling on three girls deep in mental conversation.
Two senior boys leered from the back row. The whole bus was within range, so they knew there were no thought waves beaming from my head. Yet, instead of ignoring me, they stared like hungry sharks. Last year, looks like those would have gotten them pummeled by my six-foot-two brother, Seamus. But Seamus had graduated, and the protective shadow he cast over me was gone.
Whatever sims the boys were thinking, students four rows ahead of them turned to watch. Shark Boy tipped his head to his friend, obviously discussing me as they stared. His friend’s lips parted to show a sliver of teeth, and he gestured to the only open seat on the bus.
Right in front of them.
I could complain to the driver, but she wouldn’t believe anything a zero told her. Shark Boy’s thoughts wouldn’t carry over the mental chaos of the bus, and speaking out loud would only get me thrown off.
I turned away from the wide grins on the boys’ faces and slowly sank into the seat. My cheeks burned with the expectant stares from the back half of the bus, but I kept my gaze on the suburban houses ambling past the window. The heat of Shark Boy’s hand reached me just before he brushed my bare skin, right below my t-shirt sleeve. I jerked away and clutched my gym bag like it was a shield.
Shark Boy and his friend rocked back with noiseless laughter, as if touching a zero was the height of funny. I shivered in spite of the heat and decided to take my chances with the unfriendly driver. By the time my shaking hands found handholds to the front, we had rounded the corner to the school parking lot. I ignored the driver’s insistent stare. As soon as the bus stopped, I pounded the button on her dash to manually activate the door and scurried out.
Once inside the main entrance of school, a scuffle of feet warned me to step back as a group of girls sailed past, looking all mesh with their band shirts and synced steps. One—Trina—cut too close and knocked shoulders with me. At first it seemed intentional, but then she acted as though I was something she would never touch on purpose. Heat rose in my face.
Harassment from readers shouldn’t get a rise out of me anymore, but I’d fallen out of practice, sticking close to home over the summer. Trina’s snub wouldn’t have hurt at all if her sweater wasn’t still hanging in my closet, a casualty from a time when we traded clothes and secrets. I guess she didn’t miss it.
I dug my schedule out of my backpack. At least the administration hadn’t put me in Changelings 101 again. As if a class on mindreading etiquette and self-control would help a zero like me. An anger management class would be more useful.
My first-period Latin class beckoned from a dozen yards down the hall, its blue plasma lights gleaming like a lighthouse in a hurricane. I narrowly avoided a pair of students air-kissing and skittered to the classroom door.
The new Latin teacher tried to be mesh with his shiny nove-fiber shirt. A circle of admiring students laughed silently at some mental joke. Seamus had warned me that I would need a hearing aid this year so the teachers could whisper their lectures to me while instructing everyone else via mindtalk. I had put it off, waiting for my brain to finally flip a switch and become normal, and hoping to get by in my classes until then. Meanwhile, to the teacher and his fans, I might as well be a dusty trashcan in the corner. I found a spot in the back, and a knot of certainty tied tight inside me.
I will never be like them.
My chair gained gravity and sank me deep into my seat.
Long ago, everyone used to be zeros. When those first reader kids hit puberty and discovered they could read minds, the world didn’t know what to make of it. That first wave of Reader Freaks grew up to have more Reader Freaks.
Now the only freaks were the few people who never changed. Like me.
I physically shook that thought from my mind. Don’t give up. Just because most kids changed by the time they were thirteen or fourteen didn’t mean everyone did. Seamus didn’t change until he was fifteen. Mom told me over and over she was a late bloomer. I told myself for the hundredth time that the Moores simply changed late, and that I was the slowest of the bunch.
The change could come any day. In the meantime, I would have to keep up in my classes any way I could. If the teachers were all mindtalking this year, then I’d get that hearing aid and make do. If I gave up now, I would have no chance at college, much less medical school.
Students moved to their creaking metal desks, probably motivated by a thought instruction from Mr. Amando. Everyone pulled out their e-slates, and I peeked at my neighbor. We were starting with translations of Aeneid. Again.
Although my thoughts sounded English in my head, I knew thought-waves weren’t a language at all. They could be read by any person over the change age, as well as by mindware interfaces. (Yeah, even the bus was better at reading minds than me.) But until the tech guys created a computer that could mindtalk back, the world would need written words. Latin was quickly becoming mesh, being a root language. All the latest mindware had a Latin option, plus Latin was required for college, so mastering the ancient language wasn’t optional.
I scribbled with my stylus, trying to decode Juno’s wrath against the city of Troy. Even after two years of Latin, my translations were still a literal jumble. Tantaene animis caelestibus irae? It meant Juno was wreaking her goddess anger on the Trojan people, yet the literal translation stuck in my head as vast minds of heavenly wrath. If I changed tantaene to deminutus, it could just as easily describe the small minds of Warren Township High.
I let out a long sigh. At least we weren’t working in groups on the first day of class. I redoubled my efforts to force the translations into something better than gibberish.
The bell gave a soft tone that disturbed the utter quiet of the room. I slipped past the other students, wrapped in their mental conversation. The crowds thinned at the back of school, but I kept to the edges until I reached my locker. By the time I had my gym bag stowed away, the metallic sound of my locker door slamming shut echoed down a nearly empty hallway.
At the far end, a group of readers had formed a tight circle, all facing inward. I cringed, knowing some freshman changeling was in the middle, being harassed by the small minds of heavenly wrath that populated my school.
I dragged myself toward them, not wanting to get involved, but I couldn’t stand to see another kid go demens, driven mad by the change. Some kids fuzzed out on obscura to escape the mental chaos of reading minds. But the three suicides last year were sent spiraling by more than simply the voices in their heads. As a zero, I endured dirty looks and menacing boys. It could get a lot nastier for the changelings.
The girl huddled on the floor inside her ring of tormentors, clutching her head and squeezing her eyes shut, as if that would keep out the sims that surrounded her newly minted reader mind. What they were doing was a misdemeanor thought crime, but I couldn’t exactly turn the pravers in. The administrators might get their true memories under questioning, especially if they brought in a truth magistrate, but they wouldn’t do that based on the word of a zero.
“Hey!” My voice cut through the quiet. “Go be evil somewhere else!”
Their heads swung in unison, lit with astonishment. Of course they hadn’t sensed me. They glanced at each other, then turned as a unit and walked down the hall in the creepy synchronized way that readers sometimes did. Hassling me must not be worth the tardy.
The changeling still sat with her eyes shut, clutching her knees and slowly rocking. I waited until the others disappeared into the chemistry wing before I edged over to her.
I kept my voice soft so it wouldn’t travel. “It’s okay. They’re gone.”
Her eyes snapped open. She scrambled away from me, banging into the locker wall. She braced herself up from the carpet and slowly backed down the hall.
Even the harassed knew who was lowest on the social ladder.
I shook my head. The changeling was on the wrong side of the pravers today, but if she survived the change, she might do something important one day, like heal people or rescue them from burning buildings. It’s still possible, I told myself. The change could still come. But I wasn’t sure I believed it anymore.
And no one would trust a doctor whose mind they couldn’t read.






 

Mr. Amando may be mesh, but Mr. Chance was the teacher to have in junior year.
I shuffled past him into second-period English. He was already filling the minds of the students circled around him with the sights, sounds, and smells of exotic sims I would never experience. Mr. Chance looked half-demens with his old-fashioned patched jacket and feathered hat, but his students were clearly entranced.
I had as much chance of passing his class as the chair I was sitting on.
Life wasn’t always this bleak. Back in junior high, Trina and I had talked for endless hours about nothing, everything, and boys. Raf tried for a year to convert me to that screechy synchrony music he likes. Then Trina went through the change and Raf wasn’t far behind. Nearly everyone had their change parties by the end of freshman year.
The longer I remained a zero, the more likely I would be that one-in-a-thousand who would never change. Zeros didn’t attend college—no one trusted them to do real work, so what did they need college for? I’d have to get some low-paying job where I wouldn’t have to mindtalk or be trusted. At least I didn’t live in a country where they sent zeros to asylums. In Chicago New Metro, I’d just be relegated some job that readers couldn’t stand, like guarding the demensward of a mental hospital.
Raf, in his fitted soccer jersey and oversized shoes, blew into class on the final bell. Female attention swept down the aisle with him, and he glided into the chair next to me. When we won the State Championship last year, Raf became the Portuguese Soccer God, and girls still swarmed around him like bees in a field of clover and honeysuckle. He eased his backpack to the floor and flashed me a grin. I returned it, powerless to resist when he was the only one not treating me like furniture.
“You’re going to wreck your image, sitting next to me,” I said quietly.
He caught two girls ogling him. “I need something to take the shine off.”
I smirked. “I’m just the zero to help you out with that.”
A stormy scowl crossed his face. “Don’t call yourself that, Kira.” His Portuguese accent got stronger when he was riled. I’d missed it while he was away at soccer camp.
I shrugged and traced the non-slip pattern on my desk. The world and I were at a standoff, waiting for me to change, but the world didn’t care. If I never changed, it would move on and leave me trying to catch up in a race I would never win. How long would Raf hang around? How long would I keep hoping, not giving up?
Sooner or later, we would both have to face the truth.
My face must have shown the pity party in my head, because the storm on Raf’s face gentled into a soft flurry of concern. I concentrated on twisting a strand of my hair. Thankfully, some unspoken thought from Mr. Chance commanded everyone’s attention.
He was scribbling on the same wireless board the teachers used last year, when they still taught out loud for the readers who hadn’t mastered their skills. If only he had a mindware board, he could focus his thoughts on that and transmit them straight to our e-slates. Instead, students had to mentally focus to hear his thoughts. Great for them, to increase their mindreading skills, but it wasn’t making my life any easier.
Mr. Chance’s board notes claimed that his grandfather had taught with antique paper books, and he proceeded to walk between the rows and pass some out. I didn’t understand why we weren’t using regular books. I tried not to break my copy when I cracked the pages open. Bits of paper dust floated up from the yellowed pages and smelled musty, like dried grass. I peeked at Raf’s book, and he showed me the pages we were supposed to read. I sped through the opening chapter of The Scarlet Letter, careful not to crumble the pages to dust.
When I finished, Rafael was still bent over his book, dark curls hanging off his forehead as he plumbed the depths of Hester’s pain. A summer of running drills had tanned his light olive skin, and his lips pursed in concentration. I wondered if his thick eyebrows were soft or bristly. His blinding smile sent me scurrying back to my own book.
It wasn’t fair that every other girl in school knew his thoughts better than I did.
If I changed, things might be different. Until then, well, zeroes simply didn’t date. Some pravers like Shark Boy might enjoy feeling up a zero girl, but no normal boy would want a mental-reject with a pre-adolescent brain. It was like dating your friend’s twelve-year-old sister.
If I didn’t change, boyfriends would be like college—an experience other people would have while I figured out my life as a zero. I pushed that thought from my mind.
Students swung their seats around, and I realized we were breaking into groups. I had lucked into having Raf nearby, since no one else would want to pair with me.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“We’re supposed to discuss the symbol of the rosebush outside Hester’s prison door.” Raf kept his voice low, but he still gathered annoyed looks from two readers next to us.
“Even the author says he doesn’t know what it means.”
“Well, I guess we’re supposed to be smarter than him.” Raf scooted closer so we could whisper. I flipped through the paper book and tried to ignore the nearness of Raf’s arm on my chair, but it was hard to focus with him so close.
“So what’s your theory, Soccer Cyborg?”
“Hey!” Raf pretended to be affronted. “I’m more than just an athletic machine!”
“Yeah. You have awful taste in music, too.”
“As if you don’t have Cantos Syn on your player.”
“Whatever.” But I smiled. “So, the rosebush?”
He leaned closer and spoke in a mock grave voice. “I think it means she likes flowers.” My strangled laugh didn’t distract Mr. Chance from his animated sims up front. When we were done, we spent the rest of class in more reading, with only the flipping of paper pages and rustling of seats to disturb the silence. Raf smiled his goodbye, and a cluster of girls captured him up front. I didn’t watch, not needing that particular torture, and slipped out the rear classroom door.
My ex-friend Trina and a dark-haired girl hunched over a shared mindware phone by the girls’ bathroom, like it held the answers to the universe’s most pressing questions. If I had the ability they took for granted, I wouldn’t waste my time conjuring holographic unicorn games.
My snort carried across the hall, but didn’t attract their attention. Unfortunately, I did catch the notice of another couple of students. They leaned against the wall five steps down from Trina and smiled at me like I was their next meal.
Shark Boy and his friend, Shark Junior.






 

I spun away from Shark Boy and Shark Junior and their leering grins.
Raf and his gaggle of admirers were still working their way down the hall. I scurried up to blend into his group of fans. No one noticed me, not even Raf. Shark Boy’s thoughts must not have carried over the mental clamor of the hall. If he touched me out in the open, he would be violating the No Touching Rule, but that hadn’t stopped him on the bus. If he tried anything now, at least Raf would help me fend him off.
Seamus had explained the No Touching Rule shortly after he changed—how readers shared feelings when they touched. That was all the information I got before my brother had turned red and bolted from the room, but it explained why everyone became bizarre about their personal space after they changed and why air-kissing was as far as things went in public.
Not that I knew much about what happened in private.
I didn’t hazard a look back until our ragtag group had rounded the corner. Shark Boy and his friend seemed to have given up, probably waiting for a time when fewer witnesses would be privy to their nasty thoughts. My heart didn’t stop pounding until I was safely in my seat in biology.
I managed to muddle through the rest of my morning classes. The soaring humidity of the Chicago New Metro suburbs was like an extinct rainforest simulation, and my jeans were sticking to my legs.
All right, wearing jeans in August—that was my fault.
After lunch, I had high hopes for Algebra II. I was Mr. Barkley’s top student in freshman Algebra I, and I managed to pass Geometry. Being all written work, it leveled the playing field.
I strode into class right before the bell and smiled at Mr. Barkley as I passed his desk. His unexpected smile in return distracted me, and I stumbled over a backpack, left like a land mine halfway down the center aisle. Then three things happened in rapid succession: I fell forward, I grabbed the edge of a desk to catch myself, and I pivoted down into Simon Zagan’s lap.
Falling and catching myself: fine. Landing on Simon Zagan: a tragic catastrophe.
Our arms tangled, all sticky from the heat. He jerked back, dumping me off his lap.
“Watch it, zero!”
 I scrambled to avoid face-planting on the floor, but my backpack spewed its contents under occupied chairs on either side. I was glad no one could hear the elaborate profanities coursing through my mind. The nearby students stared as though I had gone demens and leaned away as I retrieved the items under their seats.
As if I might jump them next.
When I had finally gathered my scribepads and stylus, my thankfully intact e-slate, and Mr. Chance’s battered paper book, I slung my gaping, empty backpack over my free shoulder.
I paused to shoot a daggered glare at Simon.
Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have been so bold. With his black, arrow-straight hair and dark, intense eyes, Simon seemed slightly dangerous. He never got in any real trouble that I knew of, but he hung out with the kids voted least likely to graduate.
Unfortunately for Simon, I had reached my quota of self-righteous pravers for the day. So I glared at him, and he glared back like he was trying to drill into my head. Then the strangest look came over him, as if he was puzzled by something I said, although I had been successful in biting my tongue and not saying anything at all.
What was his problem?
Sure, I broke the No Touching Rule, but I was a zero. My accidental encounter with Simon shouldn’t have affected him at all. Unless he was like Shark Boy and liked to prey on girls who hadn’t changed. I turned my glare frosty. Simon slouched in his seat and looked away, which was fortunate for him. I took the seat behind him and hoped he felt the chill of my disgust.
A breathless quiet settled in as we tackled the worksheet Mr. Barkley cast to our scribepads. I straightened out the mess of my stuff and buried myself in sines and cosines. 
Mr. Barkley walked between the rows and tapped the tip of his finger to the back of each student’s hand. A few of the rich kids were wearing Second Skin, and Mr. Barkley waited patiently while they tugged off the sheer, elbow-high gloves. The touch-check was new, and it seemed to violate the No Touching Rule. I would have to scrit Seamus to get his true thoughts on that.
When Mr. Barkley reached me, I smiled up at him. His blue-gray eyes matched his crisp blue shirt, and the wintery stripe in his black hair had grown wider since freshman year. Of course, he would have to check my answers the old-fashioned way.
He cleared his throat. “It’s nice to see you in my class again, Ms. Moore.” He spoke softly, but his voice carried over the scratching of styli and creaking of chairs. “How are you doing?”
“Great. Thanks.” The silence closed back in, punctuated only by Mr. Barkley’s footfalls toward the next student.
After math, my legs twitched with the need to run and escape the small minds of heavenly wrath. I had a free period next, so I retrieved my gym bag and changed in the locker room.
The long legs I inherited from my dad flew me down the street, past suburban houses sticking up like skinny fingers and carefully spaced apart to avoid hearing the neighbors’ thoughts. I dodged small yippy dogs and sprinklers trying to revive the rings of dead grass that buffered each Gurnee house from the next. The heat lay like a wet blanket on everything, and the late-blooming day lilies bent under its weight. Sweat coated every inch of my skin and seeped a sense of normal into me.
If I had been born ninety years ago, I would have felt this way every day. Back then, it was the first readers who were different and paid the price for it. Grandma O’Donnell’s stories about the camps where the government held her dad and the other early readers still gave me the creeps.
Only later did they find the pharmaceutical cocktail that had been brewing in the world’s drinking water supply. The mixture of drugs was everywhere, around the world, and by the time anyone understood what was happening, it had already started to activate the part of people’s brains that sensed thought waves. And it was too late to stop it.
Even if I never changed, at least I wasn’t destined for an internment camp simply for being a zero. The world had become more civilized since the experiments on those first reader kids. I would simply struggle along, one step above the demens on the social ladder. I rounded the corner to school, trying to outrun my fate. Even my shoes pounded it out.
 Ze-ro. Ze-ro. Ze-ro.
I seriously needed mental help. Maybe I could join one of those positive-thinking cults that were trying to bring peace to the world by thinking good thoughts. That idea made me laugh so hard, I coughed and gasped for air.
They wouldn’t want a zero either.
After a quick shower and an overly long band rehearsal, I hurried out to catch the late bus. Just before I stepped aboard, its darkened windows caught my eye. I couldn’t tell who was on board without actually getting on, and the driver wasn’t looking any friendlier than the one this morning.
I turned and strode down the sidewalk, opting to walk home in the afternoon heat.






 

My mom didn’t have many friends.
Sarah Moore wasn’t quite a heremita, those readers who shut themselves away in their bedrooms to hide from other people’s thoughts. But she came close. She kept up the appearance of normal by baking cookies for PTA functions she never attended, but mostly she stayed home and cleaned.
The sour smell of silver polish wafted from the sink where she attacked an elaborate tea service. With Seamus off at West Point on scholarship and Grandma O’Donnell passing away over the summer, Mom’s cleaning had taken on shades of OCD. She followed me around, scrubbing things and keeping an eye on me, like I was a ticking bomb that would explode at any moment.
I tried to ignore her while I ground through my Latin homework at the kitchen table.
Normally, I encouraged the hands-off approach appropriate for unidentified explosive devices. It was better than the alternative, which might include talking about my dwindling number of friends. But today, her noiseless polishing only echoed the silence at school.
The quiet made my skin itch, and the words tumbled out. “So, today sucked at school.”
She gave a start. I couldn’t read her mind, but her clenched jaw and the abused silver radiated her disappointment. She set down the tortured sugar spoon and leaned against the counter with crossed arms. Her hair, auburn and gray, flew about in wisps.
“What happened?”
“Nothing.” The incidents with Simon Zagan and Shark Boy were better left unsaid. “I just decided I’m going to walk this year. And I’ll need that hearing aid after all.”
She nodded slowly, as if moving too quickly would set the bomb off.
“I don’t suppose the hearing aid comes in the color invisible.” I meant it as a joke, but her face fell a tiny amount. I was turning out to be a zero, just like her mom.
“I’m sure I can find one that won’t be…” She struggled for the right word. “…obtrusive.”
“There’s no hiding the fact that I need help, Mom.” It came out snippier than I meant. “But, yeah, something that isn’t neon orange with a giant zero stamped on the side would be good.”
She grimaced at the word zero and opened her mouth, but the front door creaked open and interrupted her. My dad came up the stairs to the kitchen, all spit and polish in his Navy dress uniform. Coming home this early wasn’t a good sign. It usually meant deployment.
He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Hello, baby girl.” I grimaced and pushed him away, even less fond of that nickname today. His flash of grin extinguished when he kissed my mom. They must have exchanged feelings, and Dad couldn’t hide his disappointment like Mom could.
“So, you’re home early,” I said, hoping to cut off any Kira-related questions they might be thinking up. “Going on another secret mission?”
My dad worked for the Office of Naval Intelligence. When we were kids, Dad told us he was a spy, which was quite the joke. Politicians exchanged all key information at the annual Trust Conferences, and spying was a hold-over romantic notion that hadn’t quite died out. Dad probably coddled some high-ranking officials. Mom knew what he did, and my brother found out once he changed, but I still wasn’t sure where the sims ended and the truth began. Whatever he was doing, he would disappear for months at a time.
“Unfortunately, yes. Someone has to stop bad guys.” Merriment shone in his eyes, but he held my mom’s gaze a little too long. I knew they couldn’t help reading each other, but it was not mesh of them to mindtalk in front of me. Especially when I was likely the topic of conversation.
He turned back to me. “I’m leaving in the morning, probably be gone for a month or so.”
I searched for an exit strategy. Doing homework in my bedroom suddenly became very attractive. “Okay, well, send us a postcard.” I pushed back my chair.
My jab didn’t distract him. “So, hard day at school today?” He stared at me in that weird way he often did, as if he could get my brain to change by the force of his will. I only wished that were true. As if my day wasn’t bad enough, his stare was giving me a headache.
“Yeah.” I scooped up my e-slate and stylus. “Um, I think I’ll go study in my room.”
Before I reached the stairs, my mom blurted out, “Kira, wait! Would you like to go with me, to look at the options?” She meant the hearing aid.
“No, you go ahead, Mom. You’ll find something totally mesh.” I managed a weak smile, despite my heart sinking like the Titanic, and sprinted up the two levels to my room.
I dropped onto the pink comforter draped over my bed and willed the world to disappear. It didn’t obey, and I laughed out loud. As if I could do anything so dramatic with my mind.
I fished my phone out of my pocket to scrit Seamus. He was probably doing drills or cleaning guns or whatever they do at a military school before dinner.
Can u touch w⁄o sharing feelings?
He would scrit me back when he got a chance. I studied the afternoon light painting shadows on the walls. Demens plush creatures jammed the shelves on my bookcase, most of them won at carnivals with Raf. Trina gazed at me from a rose-colored glass frame. The picture faded and was replaced by another friend from the past, for whom I was no longer present. My room was a childish palace of pink fluffy dreams, filled with wishful thinking and childhood relics.
A serious overhaul was needed.
Ode to Joy sang from my phone. Seamus. The rapid call-back wasn’t a good sign.
“Hey.” I propped myself up. “You didn’t have to call. It’s not a national emergency.”
“My little sister scrit me about touching?” His voice rumbled a few notes lower than when he left, only two weeks ago. “Yeah, what did you expect?”
Warmth filled me at hearing his concern. “I just had a question.”
“Is someone bothering you?” I imagined him hovering over the phone, ready to take down whoever might mess with his kid sister. But there was nothing Seamus could do from West Point.
I needed to reel him back in. “Cool it, action hero. It was something I saw in my algebra class.” He huffed out a breath. “My teacher did a touch-check, only a finger touch. What’s that all about? You said it was like sharing feelings.”
“Is that all?” He paused. “Touching isn’t always like that. Your teacher was only checking to see if they understood the lesson.”
“Well, I got that, Sherlock,” I said. “But why is it different than, say, lip-locking with the hot girlfriend you’re keeping there?”
“What?” he asked. “I don’t have a girlfriend here!”
“Matter of time.”
“Can we stick to talking about you?”
“If we have to. You’re much more interesting.”
His snort only reminded me how much I missed him. “A quick touch is just a little more… complete than reading thoughts. Your teacher would sense if they fully understood the problem.”
“So, if you touch for longer, then what happens?”
He paused. “Can’t you talk to Mom about this?”
“Did you really ask that?”
“All right.” His voice hushed. “I’m only saying this once, so don’t ask me to repeat it.”
I sat up and pressed the phone hard against my ear. “Okay.”
“When you touch for longer, you feel what they feel, like you’re joined together into one person. You can explore their emotions. If they like what you’re doing, it can be very… intimate. If they don’t like it, well, you feel that too.”
I waited for more, but it wasn’t coming. “Is that it?”
“What? Yes, that’s it! You’ll understand better when you change.”
I gave a short laugh. “Yeah, well, no change, still strange.”
“It could still happen.”
“Sure.” The silence hung on the line and closed in on my throat. “Hey, I don’t want to keep you from shooting Bambi, or whatever you’re doing for meals there…”
 “Kira.” I barely heard him. “Some guys like to take advantage of girls, before they change. Before the effect of touching protects them. You know that, right?”
I swallowed and felt the ghost of Shark Boy’s hand on my arm. “Yeah, I know.”
“So if anyone bothers you, call me right away,” he said. “I want to make them regret it.”
“I can take care of myself, too, you know.” But my voice was small.
“I know. Make sure you do.”
“Yes, sir, Lieutenant Moore.” He couldn’t see my mock salute, but it still earned a laugh.
“I have to go to mess,” he said. “Scrit me tomorrow. Let me know you’re all right.”
“Okay,” I said. “Bye.” I clicked off the phone. Seamus wanted to pound anyone who might hurt me, but the truth was I didn’t have a big brother lurking the hallways to protect me. And I couldn’t count on Raf being there when I happened to need help. I had to take care of myself.
I tossed the phone on my bed and strode over to my shelves. Anything pink or remotely fluffy was coming down. The few pictures of me and Seamus could stay, along with the ones of my mom and dad. One greenish stuffed monster that Raf had won for me this past summer deserved a spot in between the frames, but the rest had to go.
Time to toughen up.






 

I practiced my tough-girl skills at school the next day.
I glared at anyone who crossed my path and refused to cower on the sides of the hallways. If Shark Boy thought he would get a free feel, I was determined to leave marks on him for trying. But he never showed. In fact, no one noticed but Raf. His wrinkled looks of concern hindered my scrappy new attitude, so I ditched the crowded lunchroom to run.
The blistering noontime sun burnt toughness into me. I flew through the side streets, an invisible ninja warrior in training. There was barely enough time for a shower before class, so lunch was a small, scarfed-down apple. I hurried into algebra and remembered just in time to check for land mines in the aisle.
Preoccupied with skirting backpacks, I didn’t notice Simon until I got close. His dark eyes locked on me like search beams and he frowned. I scowled right back and cast Don’t mess with me! body signals. Simon smirked when I passed him, but I was too busy being hostile to care.
Without the hearing aid, I was completely lost in all my classes, even math. Raf offered to bring his notes to the chem lab during our free period to keep me from getting too far behind. It was a good place to spread out, and people seldom studied there. Which means no one will see him hanging out with me. That thought scratched at the edge of my mind, but I pushed it away.
I arrived first and dropped my backpack onto the black stone benchtop. The lab smelled of acid experiments gone wrong, but had the benefit of plenty of room. Raf sauntered in with one of his Pekingese girlfriends on his tail. Her name was Jessica, or possibly Ashley, and she wore her skirt tight and her hair loose. Her Second Skin gloves had sparkle dust on them, and she swung her arm close to his, as if hoping he might suddenly decide to hold her hand.
“Hey, Kira.” Raf tossed his backpack on the benchtop next to mine. “You know Taylor?”
Okay, Taylor. Whatever. “Hi.” It sounded reasonably polite.
She paused, as if she had forgotten there was a cripple in the room. “Oh, right. Hi.”
“So, we’re going to study,” Raf said to her. “I’ll see you after school?” Raf still talked out loud whenever I was around. Which was very nice of him, but didn’t help the heat rising in my cheeks.
She must have answered him in her thoughts. Then she added, “Right. After school.” She leaned in to air-kiss him, but Raf dipped his head away from her public display of almost affection. At least they didn’t actually touch. I didn’t want that mental image with me for the rest of the day. When she was gone, Raf pulled out his e-slate and scribepads.
I couldn’t hold back. “So the Pekingese are still hot on your trail?”
“You shouldn’t call her that.” He avoided my gaze, arranging his things on the benchtop.
“Well, you didn’t like it when I called your girlfriends Shih-Tzus.”
He threw me a grimace. “What is with you and the little dogs?” His accent transformed little dogs into littal dugs. I had to stop myself from smiling.
“I don’t care for the yippy ones, but you seem to like them, Wolf Boy.” The Portuguese have an excess of names, and Rafael Amaro Lobos Santos was no exception. Wolf Boy was an old nickname, and Raf didn’t seem to appreciate it.
“She’s not my girlfriend, anyway.” He pulled out his ancient Scarlet Letter paper book. “Are we going to study?”
The annoyance in his voice made me soften my tone. “Only if we have to.” We settled on the stools. “So, not your girlfriend? And she knows this?”
He tapped his temple twice. “She knows.”
Huh. Mindreading must leave less room for misunderstandings in the relationship department. “So, why’s she guarding your rear flank?” If a boy wasn’t interested in me, I wouldn’t go sniffing after him. Not that I had any actual experience in this, just as a matter of principle.
“We have a disagreement about the future of our relationship.”
“Sounds complicated.”
He set aside his scribepad and searched my plain blue eyes. “You have no idea. Sometimes I think you have it easier. Not knowing what everyone is thinking all the time.”
“Easier?” My voice soured. “Really? Maybe we can trade places and you can see what a joy it is to be a zero.”
His face softened in a way that made my stomach flutter.
I couldn’t stand the sad looks Raf gave me sometimes, his pity about my bleak future written in the lines on his face. But the look of longing he wore now, as though he wanted to touch me or maybe even kiss me, twisted me into knots. Because he and I couldn’t be that, not while I was still a zero. No decent person would prey upon a mentally impaired freak like me. And Raf was… normal. Perfect. Destined for a life brilliant with possibility.
I ignored Raf’s stare and pretended to scroll through my scribepad. Eventually, he gave up and transferred his class notes. “Thanks,” I mumbled. Quiet had fallen around us. I studied the notes. He read his paper book. We shifted in our seats as the minutes passed, silent and separate. This wasn’t how I wanted to spend the short time I had with Raf. I would rather live vicariously and avoid any actual work, like we normally did. But almost half the period disappeared into a wasteland of studying.
I was absently tapping my stylus against the scribepad when warmth stole over my hand. Raf was touching me. I should have pulled my hand away, but I couldn’t make it move. There was no surge of intimate emotion sharing, like readers apparently had when they touched. But having Raf’s hand on mine was like a drink of cool water after a hundred days in the desert.
My breathing tried to match the pounding of my heart. I searched for something witty or sarcastic to say, but I couldn’t unscramble my brain. I dragged my eyes to his dark brown ones. The longing look was back in force.
A war raged in my mind, a battle between the side that desperately wanted to know what Raf’s lips would feel like pressed to mine, and the better side that knew kissing Raf was something I could only keep if I was normal. If I changed. And if I didn’t, losing it would only tear me apart.
Please stop, my better side begged. Please don’t make me tell you to stop.
But he didn’t stop. He leaned toward me, and I saw as clear as the half-grin on his face that Raf was going to kiss me. Before I could make my lips move, I thought, STOP!
And then my brain exploded. Electric shocks seemed to sizzle through it, and tiny phantom stars flew past my eyes.
Raf crumpled. He folded in on himself like a marionette whose strings had been cut by an evil puppet-master. His head hit the bench, and my arms automatically shot out to catch him as he slid off the high stool. I couldn’t stop him, couldn’t even slow him down as he headed for the floor. I managed to get under him, to cushion his fall and keep his head from hitting the stone tiles of the chem lab floor. Pain stabbed my ankle as it twisted under Raf’s dead weight.
My head swam with dizziness. Had I hit my own head on the way down? Those tiny stars danced in and out of my field of view. I wrestled with Raf’s body, trying to move him without dumping him on the floor. I finally wriggled free and rolled him on his back. His wide-open eyes stared unseeing at the ceiling. A chill ran through me like a ghostly wind.
Oh my god. I killed him.
My hands fluttered, useless, over his body. After a terrifying stretch of seconds, it occurred to me to check his breathing. I bent my ear to his mouth, and a warm draft brushed it.
Oh thank god. My hands trembled as I gently shook his shoulders. “Raf! Raf!” He just lay on the floor like a perfectly sculpted mannequin. I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes and tried to think. Oh, please, Raf, wake up! I decided I should check his pulse, so I bent over him again, only to find him blinking back at me.
“Raf?” I gaped.
“What happened?” he asked.
Water pooled in my eyes. “Wh… what happened? You almost scared me to death, that’s what happened!” I shook from head to toe. My hands did that fluttering thing again. He struggled to get up, only to press a hand to his head and roll back down again. He made a noise that sounded like “ugh” and closed his eyes.
My panic surged. “Raf! Are you okay?”
“Merda… my head.” He didn’t move.
A rush of relief calmed my hands, and I let out a shaky laugh. If Raf could curse, he would probably live. I gently pried his hand away from his head. The angry red lump on his forehead was turning purple as the blood pooled under his skin.
“You’ve got a serious bump, Raf.” The visible sign of his injury was oddly soothing. He winced when he found the growing bump. “What the… How did I end up on the floor?”
I didn’t know what to say. Sorry, Raf, I nearly killed you with my incredible mind powers? It was ridiculous. No. Stick to the facts. “Well, you took a head-dive into the lab bench.” I gestured behind us to the abandoned homework station. “And then you fell off your stool, and I kind of cushioned your fall.” My right ankle throbbed, but I ignored it.
“Did you say something, right before…” He struggled up to rest on his elbow. I felt the blood rush out of my face. “I think I heard you, Kira. In my mind. You said something, but I know your lips didn’t move, because…” He gave a tiny smile. “Because I was kind of staring at your lips at the time.”
“Wh…” My voice faded away. “What did I say?”
“That’s just it, I can’t remember.” He frowned. “Maybe it’s the bump on the head.”
“Yeah,” I agreed quickly. “I mean, you can’t hear what I’m thinking now, right?”
He peered at me. “Are you thinking I’m some kind of idiot that faints during homework?”
I laughed but it sounded choked. My hand shook again. “Yes. That’s exactly what I was thinking. That, and we need to get you to the hospital. C’mon.” I stood, and my twisted ankle screamed its displeasure. A wave of dizziness made me sway.
“Are you okay?” He tried to find the source of my pain.
“Yes, but you might want to lay off Mama Santos’s desserts.” I groaned dramatically as I pulled him to standing. Cautiously putting weight on my injured foot, I pretended to inspect his strong, lanky form. “I don’t know where you put it, but you weigh as much as Seamus.”
He lit a brilliant smile, then went serious when he saw me favor my right foot. “Maybe you need to go to the hospital with me.”
“Oh, I’m going with you. Someone needs to keep you from taking another header into the pavement.” I limped to the bench and hastily stuffed our things into the backpacks. He took both packs from me and slung them over his shoulder. I slid my hand around his offered elbow to support my treacherous ankle, glad to feel him warm and alive. Everyone was still in class, so our conspicuous bare-armed grip went unnoticed as we hobbled to the nurse’s office.
I clenched my free hand the whole way to keep it from shaking.






 

I think Raf’s mom caused him more pain than the lump.
Ana Amaro Santos clicked into the office on her high heels only minutes after the school nurse called. Mrs. Santos hovered over Raf, petting his hair with her manicured hands and mindtalking to him in a way that made the nurse grin and Raf’s face flush deep red.
I couldn’t hear any of their thoughts, like always. I hugged the edges of the cramped nurse’s office, keeping my distance. I tried to think about good things in case my thoughts came to life again, like a nightmarish wish come true. Maybe it was only a coincidence. Maybe Raf happened to faint at the same time that my mind ordered him to stop trying to kiss me. But a quiver had taken hold of my stomach, and I knew it wasn’t simply chance. That electric storm in my brain had done something to Raf. Everyone said that when they changed, they felt different inside their brains. I knew something had shifted inside me, but it wasn’t the change I had been waiting for all these years. I had turned into something dangerous instead.
I was afraid everyone could see the guilt on my face. But no one did.
Mama Santos took Raf to the hospital to make sure the bump was all show and no concussion. His mom would have the doctors run tests until she was satisfied he didn’t have a brain tumor, but I was pretty sure Raf would recover from his encounter with the benchtop. The nurse insisted on bandaging my ankle until I could barely shove on my shoe.
I limped through the heat on the walk home, taking my chances with the ankle rather than risking a ride on the bus. Mom was out, probably dropping Dad off at the base, although he could have taken the autocab. I was thankful she was safely away from whatever was wrong with my brain. I ditched the bandage as soon as I got home, hoping to avoid any questions. It jammed up the kitchen trash bowl, and I had to punch the button three times to flush it away.
My hands still shook from the trauma with Raf, and my stomach grumbled from the lack of lunch. I craved something warm and glared at the mindware interface for the flash oven, wondering why I had never bothered to learn the manual controls. Navigating the touch pad instructions was like translating Latin. After a minute, I gave up and slammed my hand down on the stone counter. The satisfyingly loud smack felt like it would leave a bruise.
“Kira?” My mom’s voice startled me so badly that I nearly tumbled over my weak ankle. I hadn’t heard her come up the stairs, but she hovered in the kitchen doorway, her white shirt rumpled and her face harried, as though she had rushed back to make sure I wasn’t home alone.
Except that it was safer for everyone if I was alone.
“You’re home early.” She had that bomb-squad look again, like she thought I might blow with the slightest jostle. Only this time, it made me shiver. Think good thoughts. I couldn’t let my brain malfunction again.
“Yeah. I skipped band practice.” I edged along the counter away from her. Just in case.
She held still, poised in the doorway. “Why?”
I grabbed a box of cheese crackers to keep my hands from shaking. “Well, um, Raf fell and hit his head and had to go to the hospital.”
A strange mixture of relief and concern warred on her face. “That’s awful.” She seemed to decide it was safe to enter the room. The refrigerator panel sprung open at her mental command.
“Is he okay?” She pulled out a container of milk.
“I think so. His mom came to school and got him. I asked him to scrit me when he gets done with all the tests.”
“Good.” She poured the milk into a glass. “I dropped your father off at the base. He said to say goodbye, and that you could call him if you needed anything.”
A nervous giggle threatened to escape me, and I clamped my teeth tight. Normally, my dad was incommunicado during his deployments. If he was giving me phone privileges, he must really be worried about me starting school as a confirmed zero. If he only knew. Being a zero was the least of my problems now.
My mom stared, still holding the glass of milk. It was probably meant for me, but I didn’t want her coming any closer. I stuffed a handful of stale crackers in my mouth.
“I’m going to the doctor’s office later to look at the hearing aids.” She eyed me, then took a sip of the milk.
“Great,” I said too quickly, glad I had already told her yesterday to go without me. The last thing I needed was a doctor prodding me. I swallowed the dry crackers and scooted along the periphery of the room.
I escaped the kitchen and scurried up the stairs before Mom could question my bizarre behavior. My room looked as though an angry fairy princess had ransacked it to reclaim her things. I curled under the rosy comforter, the only spot of girly left behind. It was only last night that I had decided to be tough, a warrior that no one would mess with. Now it seemed like I was a weapon that might go off at any moment.
It creeped me out.
Returning to school tomorrow seemed like a tragically bad idea. Who knew what might happen? What if Shark Boy found me alone in the hall? Would I strike him down in a flash of fear? Mom was running out to get the hearing aid tonight. What if the small minds of heavenly wrath decided to hassle me about it, and I slew the whole lot of them in a fit of anger?
A picture sprung up in my mind—students slumped over their desks in Mr. Chance’s class, staring but unseeing. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to think of something else, anything else. I had to believe I wasn’t going to kill everyone simply by going to school. After all, I hadn’t mowed down the nurse or Mama Santos or my mom. It had taken the near epic event of Raf almost kissing me to bring on this brain catastrophe, so an ordinary day at school couldn’t be too hazardous.
Could it?
The trembling of my hand wasn’t very reassuring.






 

It was after lunch, and no one had died yet, so I took that as a good sign.
Raf was absent from Mr. Chance’s class, but he would be back soon. With Mama Santos clucking over him, he wouldn’t stay home any longer than necessary. His scrit from the hospital verified he would live: Head as thick as it seems. Doing ok.
It was just as well he wasn’t in school. I didn’t need to worry about him while I was concentrating on not knocking out people with my scary mind powers.
My teachers whispered through the new mini-mics that came with my hearing aid, which eased the ringing silence of school. Some could barely whisper and think at the same time, but Mr. Barkley was completely mesh about it in math. He took the mic patch and stuck it smoothly on the back of his ear in one quick motion. Maybe he had another zero in a previous class.
We tried it out as the other students drifted in and took their seats.
“Testing… testing…,” he whispered as he stood by the board a dozen feet away. I smiled to show that it worked fine. “I’m glad you got this, Kira.” His lips barely moved, and I only heard him through the mic. “I expect you to do even better on the exams this year.” The other students were all in range to hear his thoughts, even if they couldn’t hear his whisper. My cheeks ran hot, but if Mr. Barkley whispered everything he was thinking during class, I would finally have an equal footing and might actually pass his class.
The glow of Mr. Barkley’s praise carried me down the aisle. The class had filled, and the only open seat was directly in front of Simon Zagan. His brooding eyes captured me in their tractor beams again. Think good thoughts. Simon didn’t deserve to be the next victim of my uncontrollable brain surges, even if he and Shark Boy could start a Creep Club together.
As I willed my legs to move toward him, his face pinched in. He probably wondered why I wasn’t returning his glare. When I dropped into my seat, his stare burned a hot spot on the back of my head.
Mr. Barkley’s voice whispered in my ear, and once the class got under way, I forgot about the looming force of antagonism behind me. I had missed a lot the past two days and gave silent thanks for Mom and her eagerness. The tiny bud was barely visible once tucked in my ear, although the entire class had to know the zero had a new crutch. Those concerns were buried under my preoccupation with catching up and keeping everyone safe from my thoughts.
Near the end of class, the tap of a warm fingertip seeped through my t-shirt. It had to come from Simon. I seriously debated ignoring him, but then his breath fell on my ear. “I have something to show you.” A shiver ran down my back. Before I thought of something not-hostile to say, he was out of his seat and halfway to the door.
A piece of paper had appeared on my desk. As I unfolded the note, the chill settled into my stomach. In messy handprinting it said: Meet me in the chem lab next period.
I didn’t know what Simon was thinking, but there was no way I was meeting him in the empty chem lab. How did he know I had a free period anyway? Maybe he was stalking me. Maybe he was like Shark Boy and wanted to get me alone in a dark, empty classroom. Well, I might be coming unhinged in thinking I had strange mind powers, but I wasn’t stupid. Simon could find someone else to play with.
I spent my free period in the library, studying the copious notes I had taken through the day. When the workpod with the manual interface was free, I pulled down some research articles for a paper in history. The silence didn’t bother me nearly as much when I had work to do. How could I be a week behind when school had only been in session for three days?
When the final bell sounded, students flowed through the hallway toward the school entrance and their release for the day. I clung to the edges, fighting the current to reach my locker. At least I had survived the day and hadn’t injured anyone. And I had a real chance of doing well this year.
I dug around in my locker and decided to leave my running gear behind, since I needed to bring home my e-slate and all my scribepads. Satisfied I had everything, I slammed the locker door closed. My heart lurched when I saw Simon only a foot away, leaning against the wall of grated metal doors.
I let out an awkward sound.
“Did I scare you?” He seemed to be struggling to keep his face straight.
“No.” It sounded unconvincing, even to me. “You just startled me.” There were no sounds around us, no hints of anyone nearby. The other students must have cleared out while I had been fussing with my locker.
He dipped his head and peered at me through his lashes, which were deep black like his hair. “I was hoping you’d come to the chem lab.” A smile curled up one side of his face.
Spasms roiled through my stomach. “I… I need to get home, so I’ll just be on my way, all right?” I turned slowly, determined not to run. I would simply walk at a measured pace along the shortest possible route to somewhere safe. Somewhere he wouldn’t terrify me into doing something awful. Before I took a step, he grabbed my elbow.
“Let go!” I twisted out of his grasp and restrained the urge to smack him.
He threw up his hands. “Okay!” That he would openly touch my bare arm confirmed my worst thoughts. Maybe I could outrun him, at least to the office. But a strange look of concern on his face overrode any common-sense thoughts I had of running fast and hard.
“I understand why you’re nervous.” He dropped his voice. “Why you’re afraid.”
 “I… I’m not a-afraid.” I cursed inwardly and wished I had said nothing at all. I wasn’t sure if I was more afraid of Simon or of what my brain might do to him.
“I know you are.” He leaned closer and whispered. “Because I’m the same as you, Kira. And I remember how it felt.”
 His words shocked me out of my trance of terror.
“What are you saying?” I glared up and down at his Cantos Syn t-shirt and nove-fiber jeans. He was toying with me. “Did you suddenly turn into a zero?” The acid in my voice was enough to give him third-degree burns.
His lips drew into a thin line that was not quite a grimace. “I’ve always been one.”
I blinked and took a step back. The words fell out of my mouth, “You can’t be. Why would you say that?” Simon wasn’t popular like Raf, but he had a crew of friends and plenty of girls who liked his brand of gritty. It wasn’t possible for him to be a zero.
He searched my face, for what I didn’t know. When he found it, the taut lines of his face softened. “Come with me.” He tilted his head toward the back door of the school. “I’ll show you what I mean.” He clasped his hands behind his back and waited for my answer.
If I ran, I could see he wouldn’t grab me again. Somehow that made a difference. I had to be demens to go anywhere with Simon Zagan, but curiosity burned in me, and the choice dangled like an elixir sparkling in his dark, intense eyes.
“Okay.”






 

Simon held the door as I slipped out into the soul-crushing heat.
We crossed the parking lot in silence and crunched across the dead, scraggly grass toward the bleachers. Simon kept casting glances at me, as if we were on a secret mission. His mischievous looks made him seem younger, not a nearly eighteen-year-old senior, just a boy about to break the rules and confident he could get away with it.
My sandals and shorts left my skin exposed to the waves of scorching, metallic heat coming from the bleachers. Clusters of students either watched the soccer players practice in the blazing dampness or mindtalked amongst themselves. I quickly scanned the field for Raf, but couldn’t find him in the blur of jerseys skillfully dashing in and out of range of each other.
Of course, no one on the bleachers noticed me. But Simon usually had the same vacuum effect as Raf, sucking in all the female attention in reading range. Yet today we were both invisible as we snuck up the bleachers. Did Simon’s zero status flip on and off? How did that work?
When we reached the top, he motioned for me to sit to his right. Two students sat several rows below us, within thought range, but ignoring us. The girl was reading one of Mr. Chance’s ancient paper books, and the boy pretended to watch the soccer scrimmage, while stealing peeks at her.
Simon scooted close, his lean, bare legs nearly touching mine. He rested his arm on the railing behind us and whispered, “Do you see that couple down there?” I nodded my assent, eyes glued to them, because Simon was entirely too close.
“He likes her, but she’s not very interested. She’s thinking about someone else, although she’s trying not to. She knows it annoys him.”
I leaned away, giving him a skeptical look. “So you are reading their minds.” I kept my accusation low so it wouldn’t carry over the whistles and muscular grunts coming from the field below.
“No.” His mischievous smile had returned. “Now watch. I’m going to tell him to take her book.” The couple seemed too far to hear his whispered voice, but the boy immediately snatched the book and held it aloft out of her reach. She smacked him on his t-shirt-covered shoulder.
I shrugged. “Big deal, so he read your mind. Just proves you’re not a zero.” I wondered why we were playing this stupid game.
“He didn’t read my mind,” he said. “I jacked into his.” My body froze at the word jacked. When I told Raf to stop in his tracks and fall to the ground like a stricken puppet, it had felt like he was obeying my command.
Simon leaned close and whispered in my ear. “Try it. You know you can.”
There was no way I could do that again. I clenched the fire-hot bleacher with my hands to force myself to stay in my seat while crackles of alarm sang through my body.
“It’s not that bad,” he said. “It’s even kind of fun…”
Fun? Simon’s idea of fun made my pulse pound like I had sprinted up the bleachers. What if I hurt them? It was insane.
As if reading my thoughts, he whispered, “It’s okay. You won’t hurt them, not if you go slowly. Reach toward them with your mind.” My head twitched back and forth. The girl below retrieved her book and gave the boy a dirty look. I couldn’t hear her thoughts, like every other day of my life as a zero.
But I wanted to.
I leaned forward, as if I could project my mind by pitching toward them.
Simon encouraged me. “Go on. Tell the girl to give him the book.”
My mind sizzled, like a short circuit pulsing through my brain, only less powerful than before, with Raf. No phantom stars swam before my eyes, but the space between me and the girl narrowed, as if a vacuum had formed and sucked the air out between us. As I got closer, the sizzle strengthened and then I was touching her, pushing through a barrier into her mind.
I heard her thoughts. Think you’re so funny. You’re just making my life difficult, Jeremy. I thought: give him the book. Give him the book, she instantly echoed. Her hand shot out and shoved the book into his chest. He recoiled from her, and I heard his thoughts of surprise only as a faint echo in the thought waves she picked up from his brain. Because I wasn’t in his mind, I was in hers. Her thoughts continued to echo, repeating like a cavern lined with endless tunnels, each a different length. Give him the book, him the book, the book, book.
A smell, rich and flowery, filled the back of my throat and caused me to choke. I drew in a sharp breath and yanked back to my own head. My whole body shook in one violent pulse.
I mindjacked her. And no one got hurt.
The couple was now arguing further about the book. Simon’s smile was a mile wide, but he waited for me to speak.
“All this time… you’ve been doing this?” His grin was his only answer. “Does she know? That I—”
“Shhh!” he said. “She doesn’t know. I’ve been doing this for years, and no one’s known. Until you.”
The idea that Simon had been mindjacking people for years made my stomach turn sideways. The bleachers started to tip, and the heat painted sweat all over my face. Simon caught me right before I fell over.
His dark eyebrows pulled together into a straight line of concern. “Are you okay? I think maybe the heat is too much…”
I nodded. I couldn’t form coherent words if I tried. Maybe I had electrocuted my brain. Maybe I jacked the girl and somehow zapped myself at the same time. A crooked smile broke out on my face, but I tried to stop it, afraid of looking like an idiot. Simon’s frown pulled tighter. He slid his arm under mine, pulled me to standing, and half carried me down the bleachers. My head floated above like a tethered balloon that Simon kept pulling down, jerk by jerk, to the bottom of the steps.
We hobbled across the grass and the parking lot because my legs weren’t working right. They kept getting tangled with the ground. Simon moved faster and when he pulled open the door to the building, a wash of frigid air swept over us. The air-conditioned hall was like a freezer, and my full-body shiver snapped my head back onto my shoulders. I stumbled, then managed to stand upright, bracing my hands against Simon’s chest.
“Are you okay?” He held me as though I were a child that might fall down.
“Y-yeah.” My jaw chattered with the cold. “Thanks.”
He smiled, and it stole my breath. It wasn’t that annoying smirky thing, but a blaze of happiness. And he was gorgeous when he smiled, his long lashes fighting their way outward from his sparkling black eyes.
I gulped and looked away, needing to sit down. He helped me find a spot, leaned up against the cold, metal lockers. My mind was a complete blank, like I was a computer coming back from a hard reboot.
“I need some time,” I finally said, “to think about this.”
He didn’t say anything, but there was a glint in his eyes.
“How did you know?” I asked. “That I could jack into people’s heads?”
A smile flitted across his face. “I didn’t,” he said. “But you’re the only person that I couldn’t jack, so I figured there was something special about you. Your mind barrier is like nothing I’ve felt before.”
I shrunk away from him. Of course he had tried to jack into my mind. Like he did to that boy on the bleachers. Like he had done to everyone else. For years.
A surge of adrenaline made my hand twitch. I scrambled up from the dingy industrial carpeting, and a shadow crossed Simon’s face as he climbed to his feet.
“Aren’t you afraid,” I said slowly, contemplating how I could escape if I had to, “that I’ll tell someone?”
Simon loomed over me, his dark look solidifying into an icy mask. “No one would believe you, Kira.”
I swallowed. He was right; no one would believe a sim like that, especially from a zero. I hardly believed it myself, and I had just jacked into another girl’s head.
“I won’t, you know,” I said. “Tell anyone.”
My words seemed to erase Simon’s cold look as quickly as it had appeared. “I know.” He touched my hair, smoothing it back from my face. “We’re the same, Kira. Now that we’ve found each other, we’re in this together. Just you and me.” He gently swept his thumb across my forehead. We weren’t readers, so there was no surge of emotions between us when he touched my bare skin. But it still sent a shiver through my body.
When he stepped back, I teetered, not sure if I should run or stay. “Take some time to think,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Without another word, he turned and strode down the hall.






 

I stumbled through the walk home, my skin slick with sweat.
I told myself it was only the heat, not the traumatic after-school events with Simon, but I was so distracted thinking about my newfound mindjacking ability that I nearly ran into the garage door. I slid in the passkey, and it opened to reveal our red hydro car. Mom was already home, and I searched my brain for a plausible reason to be late.
As I hiked up the stairs from the ground level, the cool air of the house prickled my skin. Mom shuttled back and forth between the kitchen and the living room in a flurry of activity, and the acrid smell of glass-cleaning solution followed her. She had hauled out Grandma O’Donnell’s crystal plates, the ones Gram claimed were hand-cut by our distant relatives in County Kerry during the potato famine. She also said Big Foot crashed her eighteenth birthday party.
Gram could make up stories like that, and no one could tell if they were true memories or sims because she was a zero, and zeros were liars. Even a truth magistrate couldn’t read her thoughts, in spite of their skin-to-skin questioning.
I wished Gram were still rambling around the house. Given what she had been through—being a zero, having her dad in the camps—she might have understood what I was going through. But my mom… she was always trying to be like everyone else, even with her semi-heremita lifestyle.
And I was about as far from fitting in as possible.
Mom shuffled back from the living room and carefully set another sparkling crystal plate with the others on the kitchen table. “How was school?”
“Um, okay,” I said, stalling. “The, uh, hearing aid worked great.” Her face broke into a picture of relief. She must have expected a heinous story related to the tiny ear bud that still sat in my ear. I popped it out. “See, I forgot to take it out. Hardly noticed it.” That earned me a smile. I edged toward the stairs. “I’ve got a ton of homework to catch up on. I should get started.”
“Why don’t you work here in the kitchen?” she asked. “I made a snack for you.” Snickerdoodles beckoned from one of Gram’s crystal plates on the table. My mom always cooked up a storm whenever my dad was on deployment, as though she could fill the emptiness with baked goods. I longed to eat cookies and spill out the contents of my day so my mom could help me make sense of my life. But I couldn’t tell her that I had mind controlled a girl at school. That I had become a freak even worse than a zero. I wrenched my eyes away from the solace my mom had laid out for me.
“I’m totally beat,” I said. “I’ll just study in my room.” I hitched my backpack on my shoulder and slunk toward the stairs. I cast a parting look at the cookies.
It worked.
“Well, go ahead and take one,” she said. “You can eat it upstairs.” I snagged two cookies and gave her a smile before I trudged up the stairs.
I slung my backpack on the bed. A jitter started in my stomach, and my appetite for the cookies disappeared. After dropping them on the nightstand, I sought refuge from the day under my bedspread. Eventually, the shaking calmed to a quiver.
I jacked into a girl’s head today and told her what to do. And she did it.
My battered silver phone, tucked in the pocket of my backpack, beckoned to me. I could call Seamus, but then he would want to know: why are you asking about mind control, Kira? And I would have to lie, because I couldn’t tell him what happened on the bleachers. Or in the chem lab.
Besides, he would insist that I tell Mom, and she might take me to another doctor, like the one that had wanted to image my brain when I was fourteen. Mom had insisted he use the standard thought-wave cap, but the Cerebrus 3D imager had loomed in the corner like a giant bullet, threatening to illustrate in bold, color images precisely what was wrong with me.
I shivered under the covers, sending a wave of pink sheen down the length of it. If anyone found out I could control thoughts, they’d lock me away in a laboratory. Do experiments. Dissect my brain. I understood why Simon insisted that this had to be a secret. Simon, with his dark eyes and smirky grin. He had passed as a reader for years, and no one knew the truth.
Because he mindjacked everyone to believe the lie.
The image of Raf crumpling like a lifeless doll sprang up, and I pulled the blanket tighter under my chin. I was a dangerous, possibly lethal, weapon. Waves of horror at that thought crashed into an upswelling of hope: maybe I wasn’t doomed to life as a zero. Maybe I could control this thing and pass for a reader like Simon. The feel of Simon’s thumb lingered on my forehead. He knew how it all worked.
Tomorrow I would ask him to teach me.






 
I left the house early, hoping to catch Simon before school.
Last night’s condensation steamed up from the streets, leaving my shirt damp by the time I reached the school. Students walked in synchronized groups through the hall, breezing past me and unaware of the danger standing next to them.
I watched them, drawn by the new connection between us. All I had to do was reach out and touch them with my mind…. I pressed closer to the lockers, putting more distance between myself and the bustling crowd. Just to be safe.
There was only one person I wanted to talk to, but he wasn’t in the hallways. I sat in the back of first period, as far away from the other students as I could. Between classes, I peered through the crowds, searching for Simon. I fumbled through the things in my locker and grabbed my paper book for English. My hand stopped mid-reach. Raf should be back in class today, and he had an uncanny ability to know what I was thinking, even if he couldn’t read my mind. Would he see the change that was invisible to everyone else?
I realized that the bell had already rung and whirled to join the stragglers hurrying to class. I stopped dead when I saw Raf had saved me a seat. He smiled, but all I saw was the ugly purple bruise on his forehead, which had spread and turned a sickening yellow. The physical reminder of my freakish new power wrenched my stomach. I took the seat in front of him and busied my hands with my backpack.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’ll live.” I involuntarily shot him a glance and then quickly faced forward so Raf wouldn’t see the guilt in my eyes. Mr. Chance had remembered to wear his mini-mic, but it played like a bad phone connection as he only mumbled about half his thoughts.
Raf tapped me on the shoulder. “Are you okay?”
I was the furthest thing from okay, but I couldn’t have Raf asking questions and piecing it together. That I almost killed him. I gave him a short nod and pretended to be fascinated by Mr. Chance’s crackling monologue. Raf didn’t speak again until it was time to break into groups. Of course, no one wanted to be in a discussion group with the zero. Except Raf.
His irresistible smile was back. I considered feigning illness to avoid sitting face-to-face with him, where he might see the difference inside me. The way my stomach was twisting, claiming sickness wouldn’t have been far from the truth. We turned our desks and he searched my face. I focused on my paper book and tried to interpret Mr. Chance’s halting instructions.
“Kira.” Raf’s voice was heavy with patience.
I wondered how long I could avoid looking at him. “Yeah?”
“Kira, what is it?”
“Nothing. I just…” I tried to muster the smile I usually had for him. “What are we supposed to discuss again? Because I’m pretty sure I know nothing about Hester Prynne’s life.”
Raf scowled to show he didn’t appreciate my dodge.
Mr. Chance’s voice was a staccato message, “…Hester …the women…” Raf glanced up front. “We’re supposed to discuss what punishments the women of Hester’s time would have given her.”
A fitting topic. What was the right punishment for almost killing your best friend? The scraping sounds of turning desks faded as the other students silently engaged in their literary discussions via mindtalk.
“Wait.” Raf’s eyes refocused on me. “Didn’t you get the hearing aid?”
“How did you know?”
“Word gets around.”
Of course, the speed-of-thought rumor mill at Warren Township High would be buzzing about my new hearing aid. “Well, yeah, I have it.” I glanced over my shoulder at our hapless English teacher. “But Mr. Chance doesn’t know how to use it.”
“Good thing you still have me to translate.” His eyes captured mine.
“Good thing.” I broke the stare and pretended to concentrate on the book. “So, what do you think would be a proper punishment for Hester?”
“I don’t think Hester deserves any punishment,” he said.
I resisted the urge to glance at him. “I don’t think Mr. Chance will take that for an answer.”
He sighed and I nervously thumbed through the pages of the book. Then he reached across our desks to lay his hand on mine. I flushed at the sideways snickers we were garnering and flashed back to the chem lab. I jerked my hand back. He slowly dragged his away.
“Is this about what happened… before?” he asked. My heart nearly leaped out of my chest and fell dead on the floor. Does he know? I peeked at him, but his face only held frustration.
“N-nothing happened before.” I forced a grin. “People faint all the time during homework. Just thinking about my homework makes me wish I could pass out.”
 He had that stubborn look that I knew too well, the one he wore when he insisted I taste Mama Santo’s arroz doce or listen to his new favorite synchrony band. He would press on until he got what he was after. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about before…” Then I finally understood: the near-kiss.
Which was why my brain had exploded in the first place.
Why couldn’t he have left things alone? Waited until I changed? Then maybe none of this would have happened. And why was he bringing it up now, in the middle of English, where everyone could overhear his thoughts? Everyone except me.
I stared at Raf, unable to speak.
“Please, Kira. Say something.”
I gripped my paper book harder. “Nothing happened, okay?” I said. “Just… nothing happened, and I think we need to do our work now.”
Raf’s face fell.
I was tempted to jack into his head and erase the look that was shredding my heart. But I banished that idea in an instant. There was no way I would ever mindjack Raf again. Even if I could do it without hurting him, the idea of forcing Raf to do something against his will creeped me out. It was wrong. And sick.
We concentrated on our work and concocted some lame answer. By the end of class, Raf’s face had transformed into a mask of carved stone, a poor imitation of the true Rafael.
My heart shrank as Raf left English without saying goodbye.






 

I skipped lunch again and went for a run in the August heat.
I told myself I needed to get away from the curious eyes and lightning-fast rumors, but I was really avoiding Raf and his stony looks. By the eighth time around the track, sweat drenched me. I headed for the showers, eager for a chance to talk to Simon in math.
I arrived early to find Simon standing two classrooms down the hall, having a pointed silent conversation with a balding, portly man that I vaguely recognized as Mr. Gerek, the shop teacher. I leaned against a wall scarred from rubbed-out graffiti and waited for Simon. Mr. Gerek caught sight of me and Simon turned around. He wore his mesh nove-fiber jeans like the day before, but today he sported a band t-shirt for the Melders. It sounded like something Raf would like.
Simon left Mr. Gerek and quickly strode down the hall. “Hey,” he whispered when he got close.
“Hi,” I said. “I didn’t know you took shop.”
He seemed puzzled. “I don’t.”
I raised my eyebrows, but Mr. Gerek had already disappeared. Then I tried to remember my burning questions, but Simon beat me to it.
“Have you been practicing?” He brushed a lock of hair from my face, and his fingertips swept across the top of my ear. That simple touch seemed to light my ear on fire. I pulled away from him and glanced around to see if anyone saw us. The students down the hall seemed to be averting their eyes.
How did he do that?
Simon’s head-turning trick brought all my questions back in a rush that tangled up in my throat and made my voice disappear into a squeak. “Practicing?”
“Don’t be afraid, Kira.” His hand lingered by my face. “I’ll help you. We’re in this together, remember? We’ll practice in class. I want to see what you can do.”
“I don’t know what I can do,” I protested. He was supposed to help me.
“Time to find out,” he said. “Don’t worry. If anything happens, I’ll fix it.”
My eyes went wide. If anything happens? He only smirked and stepped back. A couple of students walked past us into Mr. Barkley’s class. Simon tilted his head toward the door. I gritted my teeth and filed into class with the others.
Mr. Barkley checked in with me on the mini-mic, because he’s mesh that way. “Good afternoon, Ms. Moore.” I smiled my acknowledgement. I tried to focus on his introduction of tangents, but I was hyperaware of Simon in the seat behind me.
A few minutes later Simon whispered, “I’m waiting.”
The boy sitting in front of me was as tall as a basketball player and had to hunch over his scribepad. Ignoring the soft-spoken math instructions in my ear, I leaned forward and stretched my mind toward him. The distance between us shrunk until I pushed into his mind.
It was like Jell-O that was not quite set—solid, but gooey and on the verge of turning liquid with a few good stirs. I shuddered. His thoughts and an echo of Mr. Barkley’s played at the same time, like a harmony. The tangent is the ratio of the cosine to the sine…
Nathan—his name popped up like a nametag on the back of his head—translated Mr. Barkley’s lessons into magnetic ink on his scribepad. The scent of freshly mowed grass tickled the back of my throat, and I remembered the overpowering flowery mind-scent of the girl on the bleachers. I wondered if every person had their own flavor.
For no reason at all, I decided to have Nathan draw a smiley face. Before I could form the words in my head, a crooked face smiled from the middle of his notes like a sinister hiccup in his writing. I pulled back out of his mind, which cut off his thoughts like a switch.
Simon laughed quietly. “Is that all you’ve got?” His words were soft, so they wouldn’t carry over the shuffling sounds of the room. I gave him a dirty look and twisted forward, jacking back into Nathan’s mind. After a moment, the first three verses of Mary Had a Little Lamb scrolled by on his scribepad. While still in his mind, I reached to the student ahead of him. Janice. Soon she was writing nursery rhymes as well. Then I noticed something in both of their minds, a hard presence, like a marble. I pushed at the marble but invisible forces held it firmly embedded in their gelatin brains.
Simon.
I looked back and his face had gone deadly serious. I held Simon’s gaze while I gave the marble another nudge. It didn’t move. The barest smile parted Simon’s lips. I lost my focus, causing Nathan and Janice to return to copying the lesson.
Simon grinned, and my face grew hot.
I turned my back on him and reached into mind after mind. Students twenty feet in every direction had the cold, hard spot of Simon infiltrating them.
He must be jacking all of them. At the same time.
I finally found a girl up front who didn’t have a hard marble suspended in her head. She only half listened to Mr. Barkley and the echoes of the other students, with the rest of her thoughts occupied by a dark-haired boy. Her mind lingered on his curly hair and how she’d like to run her fingers through it. I was about to leave, feeling like a voyeur, when I recognized the boy… Raf!
Taylor. Raf’s Pekingese fangirl. I clenched my teeth and wanted to jack those thoughts out of her head, but her next ones froze me. I wish he’d stop hanging around that pathetic zero. He should just do whatever he wants with that little charity case and get over it…
My fingernails dug into my palms. A tornado swept all thoughts out of my mind and drove them toward the soft jelly of Taylor’s brain. Her head flopped forward and a sudden force shoved me out of her mind. Her head popped up and shook, as though she had nodded off and snapped back awake.
At the same time, Simon launched out of his chair, grabbed me by the arm, and hauled me out of my seat. I sputtered, but couldn’t get any words out as he dragged me past Mr. Barkley’s desk toward the door. Before we left the classroom, Mr. Barkley whispered in my ear bud, “I hope you feel better soon, Ms. Moore.”
In the hallway, I finally had enough wits to resist. I pulled against Simon’s iron grip on my upper arm, but I didn’t even slow him down as he dragged me down the hall. Once we were around the corner, he let me loose. I backed against the lockers, a surge of horror washing over me. I had nearly knocked Taylor out. It was like Raf all over again, only this time Simon was there to save her before I sent her crashing to the floor.
“I… I…” I couldn’t breathe. “I didn’t mean to…” But it was a lie. I did mean to. I wanted to shut her up; I just didn’t mean to hurt her.
Simon leaned on the locker next to me, his arms folded. “Well, it’s a good thing I was there to stop you. Next time we’ll have to be a little more careful.”
No. This was crazy. I was dangerous. I couldn’t do this anymore…
Simon unfolded his arms at the look on my face. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s fine now.” He leaned close. “I took care of it.”
“How…” I stopped to clear the quavering in my voice. “How did you stop me?”
“I pushed you out of her mind.” He ran a finger down my cheek. “You felt it, didn’t you?”
There was no one in the hall, and even if there had been, Simon would have jacked them to avert their eyes. His touch calmed my pounding heart a little.
“But what if next time…”
“Next time I’ll be there,” he said. “We can practice some more before we try the math class again. You just need to work on your self-control.”
A shiver ran up and down my arms. I was definitely not in control. Not like Simon, who seemed unfazed by the whole event. He was right—I had to stick close to him until I figured out this jacking thing.
My shaky nod brought a gentle smile to his face.
“Come on. I’d better take you to the nurse, since you felt so horribly sick in Algebra that you had to leave.” He took my hand and pulled me away from the lockers. “Stick with me, Kira, and everything will be fine.”
I wasn’t so sure.






 

Simon jacked the nurse into believing I had a math anxiety attack, and she let me go with some instructions on how to meditate.
By the time we reached the library, my shakiness had diminished to a nervous jerkiness. Simon seemed to think the library was the perfect spot to practice my nascent mind control skills. Of course he wanted to know what Taylor had done to bring out my fury—he hadn’t been in her mind when she took the head dive. I only told him that she didn’t think much of zeros. He touched my cheek and said my days as a zero would soon be over. That settled the last of my nerves.
I wanted this to work.
We huddled on the hard, tiled floor by the library door while students filled the hallways between classes. Simon said he regularly skipped his last-period biology class and that he jacked the teacher to believe he had chemo treatments in the afternoon.
I wasn’t sure if he was kidding or not.
I kept my legs tucked out of the flow of students filing by while Simon jacked them to ignore us. He made it look so easy, having everyone do as he wished, all the while thinking he was a reader like them. By the time the next period started, I was ready to dive into practicing.
My exuberance pulled a grin out of him. “Easy there, changeling. Don’t want you killing off the library patrons.”
I made a face and reached past the peeling paint of the library wall, searching for the nearest mind. Not seeing my target was tricky, like fumbling in the dark until my hand sunk into a plate full of goo. Kind of gross, but not too bad once I knew to expect it. Of course the hard lump of Simon was already firmly in place.
“That’s, um,” I fished for the name, and it popped into my head. “Anthony. Soccer player, sophomore.” Anthony’s thoughts were focused on summoning historical research from the mindware interface of his workpod. His mind-scent hinted of freshly shaven wood chips.
“And what would you like Anthony to do?” Simon asked.
“I suppose the Chicken Dance would be too disruptive?”
My eyes were closed to make it easier to concentrate, but I heard the smile in Simon’s voice. “A little showy.”
“Maybe have him move books around in the stacks?”
“Subtle, yet subversive. I like it.”
Anthony leapt to his feet, determined to carry out the directive I had implanted in his mind. He strode past the multimedia pod and Literature Lab to the librarian’s desk. She gave him the passkey to the climate-controlled paper book pod tucked in the back. Once he was on his way, I searched for another Jell-O to mold. Naturally Simon was already there.
“Okay, she’s, uh…” Names were integral and came unbidden, but with some probing I could call up a lot more. Name? Rank? Serial number? They popped up like displays on a console. “Sheila, junior, has a strange affinity for grape-flavored gum. What should Sheila do?”
“Anthony’s in the stacks, right?”
“Yup. He’s undoing the Dewey Decimal system. Mixing the goldfish with the geraniums.”
“Maybe he and Sheila can be subversive together.”
My eyes popped open at his lowered tone. “What are you saying, Simon Zagan?”
“I’m saying no one will notice them kissing in the paper book pod.”
I leaned away. “You’re not serious.” Jacking two strangers into lip-locking in the library didn’t have much appeal to me.
“I am.” His eyes glinted like obsidian, and I narrowed mine.
“Come on,” Simon said. “Jacking two people to write the same nursery rhyme isn’t much of a stretch. Handling a true interaction between two minds takes more control. I want to see if you can do it.”
“Can’t they just hold hands?” Considering how intimate touching was for readers, even that seemed a bit much.
Simon huffed. “Fine.”
I jacked Sheila to go check out the paper book pod. After getting another passkey and a furrowed look from the librarian, Sheila stepped into the tiny room. She hesitated as the door sealed behind her. I jacked her to make eye contact with Anthony. He flushed, having been caught rearranging the ancient books, and he wondered what possessed him to do such a thing.
Jacking both at once was like seeing double. Plus the commands were reverberating through their minds. With some difficulty, I twisted Anthony’s embarrassment into attraction, while at the same time jacking Sheila to admire Anthony’s soccer physique. Once their mutual appeal took hold, they found their way to each other. It took some additional jacking to get them to breach their personal space and hold hands. As soon as they touched, their thoughts twined together, which helped with the double vision.
“See. Nothing to it.” Then I realized the emotions resonating between Anthony and Sheila were getting out of hand. There would be kissing, if I didn’t stop it. I ordered them to return to their workpods.
“Yes. Just like a pro.” Simon barely kept his laughter from carrying through the open library door. When I resumed my mind control experiments, I stuck to less intrusive things like dropping styli or making unnecessary visits to a different learning pod.
After a while, Simon’s voice interrupted my focused efforts. “Kira.” His touch on my shoulder made my eyes fly open again. “It’s not only about making them do what you want. You need to link your thoughts to theirs.”
“Huh?”
He ran the back of his fingers down my cheek, which completely distracted me. “The only way you can escape being a zero is by convincing them they can read your mind.”
“But, they can’t, right?”
“No.”
“So, how do you…?” This was the one thing I didn’t understand. I knew that Simon could control other people’s thoughts. But the people around him weren’t all puppets on strings. Were they? How did he convince them he was a reader?
“Instead of jacking in to control them, just link in and tell them your thoughts,” he said. “It’s a small difference. You can do it, you just have to practice.”
“But how?” The students in the library were packing up to leave.
“Practice,” he said, standing and moving away. I scrambled to my feet and wondered why he was leaving. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said quietly. He leaned casually against the locker wall and gazed down the hall as if we hadn’t spent the last hour hunkered on the floor together.
The final bell rang, and students flowed into the hallway, a silent stream of faces glad for the end of the day. I pressed flat to the wall, trying not to let my heart contract simply because Simon was acting like I didn’t exist. A dark-haired boy greeted him with a head nod, and Simon turned to walk with him. Two steps later, a pretty blonde sidled up to Simon. Close, but not touching, like Raf’s Pekingese fangirl. Simon left me standing outside the library without another glance.
Tears pricked my eyes, and I told myself not to be an idiot. Of course Simon couldn’t admit we had been together. As far as anyone knew, I was a zero and he was a senior reader, too mesh to hang out with the likes of me. I stumbled upstream through the human river, heading toward the band room for practice. Practice. That was what I needed to leave my zero status behind.
I rounded a corner and ran smack into Shark Boy.
He looked as surprised as I was to find himself entangled with me in the hall. That didn’t stop him from running his hands over my bare arms.
“What have we here?”
His fingers curled into my flesh and he dragged me up flush against his chest. I tried to pull out of his grasp, but he just dug in more painfully. I jacked hard into his mind. Let me go!
He dropped my arms like they were red-hot pokers and took a step back. He teetered, uncertain, and his hateful thoughts filled my throat with a burning sensation.
Go to the principal’s office! I ordered him. Turn yourself in and confess to… my mind spun, trying to think of something that would pay back Shark Boy but leave me out of it. Confess to harassing a changeling on the first day of school!
Shark Boy spun and strode purposely toward the principal’s office, my command echoing through his mind. As I pulled back, I caught his name. David. Sickness churned in my stomach. Maybe he would come to his senses before he reached the principal’s office. Maybe my command would fade. If not, he deserved whatever he got there.
I couldn’t bring myself to regret what I’d done.
My shaky legs carried me down the hall, and I made it to band rehearsal before the bell rang. The rich sound of our instruments vibrated through me, soothing out the tension. My fingers found the notes on my saxophone while other students tapped their feet or swayed to the music filling our ears.
Here, I was still a zero. Everyone ignored me, like usual.
Practice. Simon’s instructions rang in my head. The first chair saxophonist trained her eyes on the bandmaster and fluttered her fingers with perfect timing. She was Janice from math, the one that I had jacked to write nursery rhymes. I reached toward her with my mind. I could jack her, make her miss her perfect notes. Make her blow every song for the rest of practice.
I shrank back inside myself. What kind of person does that?
I focused my eyes on the sheet music swimming in front of me and pretended to be a zero, instead of a dangerous freak lurking in the third-chair saxophonist seat.






 

I dragged myself into the house and my insides squirmed, sourness from the day’s events eating me from the inside out. I trudged up the stairs to find Mom in the kitchen. She was digging around a low cabinet and had pots, pans, and strange kitchen gadgets evicted and strewn all over the floor. She backed out of the long-neglected cabinet, her hair spotted with furry dust worms.
A strangled laugh erupted from me.
“Hey,” she said. “Good day at school?”
“Um, yeah.” Part of me wanted to tell her everything—Shark Boy, jacking, Simon. Simon. He would want me to jack into my mom’s mind and control her like the students in the library, but jacking my mom summoned the same internal cringing I felt about controlling Raf.
“How is Raf doing?” she asked, as if she had read my mind.
“Raf?” I repeated. “Uh, yeah, Raf’s fine. Great.”
She smiled and brushed back a strand of dusty hair that had fallen over her face. I could practice like Simon wanted, link in and mindtalk and make her think I had finally changed. But I would have to do it all the time or she would know something was wrong, and I wasn’t sure I could pull it off.
Or wanted to.
I couldn’t decide which was the worse lie—that I was still a zero, or that I could read minds like everyone else. Either one was better than the truth—that I was a mindjacking freak.
“I need to study,” I said and fled to my room before she could ask me anything else. A vision of Raf, with his stony looks, chased me up the stairs.


The next morning I escaped the house before Mom could grill me, using mouthfuls of breakfast and a manufactured scowl to keep her questions at bay. The empty halls of school smelled of overnight cleaning. I rounded a corner and found Simon leaning against my locker, wearing a Tactus Dura t-shirt. I was starting to think he had a collection.
“Good morning,” I said carefully, opening my locker.
He rained a brilliant smile on me. “Good morning. How’s your practice going? Did you link your thoughts to anyone?”
I bit my lip, pretty sure I didn’t want to tell him about Shark Boy. “Well, no.”
He leaned against the lockers again and studied me. “What about your parents?”
“I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right. You know, jacking into my mom’s head.”
He let loose an exaggerated sigh. “Kira, you’ll have to jack into everyone’s head.”
“I… I’m not sure I want to.” I looked away from his disappointment.
“Hey.” His hand tucked under my chin. “I know it’s hard. But you’re going to have to make a choice, Kira. Do you want to be a zero your whole life?” I shook my head, my chin rubbing gently against his fingers. “Then you have to learn how to jack everyone. Even your mom. You’ll make her happy when she thinks you can read minds like everyone else. I promise.”
I nodded, but the uncertainty must have shown in my face. Simon dropped his hand away. “It’s all or nothing, Kira. Because if you pick and choose, someone’s going to figure it out. And you’re not the only one with a secret here.” I nodded more vigorously. What would Simon do if someone found out our secret? I didn’t like the tight feeling that came with that thought.
His voice flipped back to soft and tender. “We’re in this together, right?”
“Right.” It sounded weak, so I backed it up with a tentative smile. I wanted Simon to trust me, and not only because his mood swings set my nerves on edge. I needed his help.
He brushed his fingers against my hair. “I’ll see you at lunch, okay?”
As students began to trickle in, he turned away—before anyone saw us together. I ignored the twinge in my chest and headed to Latin with renewed purpose.
Once there, I realized the difficulty of what I was facing. I had only mindjacked two people at the same time before. How could I juggle thirty minds at once? Instead, I stuck in my hearing aid and listened to Mr. Amando conjugate the verb to teach: doceō, docēre, docuī, doctus. I needed Simon to doce me how to jack an entire class before I attempted it on my own.
Latin flew past, which meant English with Raf was next. The class was half full, with no Raf, which gave me a disturbing sense of relief. I took an empty seat between two students, leaving no room for him.
A moment later Raf appeared at the door and paused to say goodbye to someone. The set of Raf’s shoulders told me he was already mad, but his jaw clenched when he saw I hadn’t saved him a seat. He passed by without a word and sat near the back of the class.
I rubbed my face and stared ahead at Mr. Chance. His ineptitude with the mini-mic caused an annoying crackle in my ear. I crept into his mind, slow and gentle. I didn’t want to jack him accidentally, so I lingered at the edge, listening to the ear bud play a halting echo of his thoughts. I took it out, shoved it into my pocket, and focused on my essay about Hester’s thoughts on the scaffold. At the end of class, I was packing my stuff and didn’t notice Raf until he stepped into my view with the oversized sneakers that were fashionable for Portuguese Soccer Gods.
Emotions warred across his face. “Why aren’t you wearing your hearing aid?” he asked. Raf was dangerously observant. Had he seen me take notes without the aid?
I stood and fished the tiny bud out of my pocket to show him. “The battery died.” I wondered how many lies I would have to tell today. And every day.
“Oh.” His face brightened. “Well, you can copy my notes during free period.”
I didn’t need the notes, but now I had to pretend that I did. “Um, that’s okay. I’ll figure it out.”
“At least meet me for lunch. I only want to talk.”
Lunch? I was supposed to meet Simon for lunch. “I, um, was going to go for a run at lunch.”
“Kira.” He said my name like he was scolding me. “You can’t keep avoiding me.”
I recognized his Stubborn Portuguese voice, and I felt the same tug as I had with my mom. I longed to tell Raf everything, spill all my secrets. Let him help me figure this crazy thing out before it got any worse.
“Okay. I’ll see you at lunch.”
How I would manage this, I had no idea. Maybe I could catch Simon and change our plans. I shuffled out of English and glimpsed Simon at the far end of the hall, hanging out with two boys and the blond girl from yesterday. As I approached, he studiously ignored me.
An argument raged in my head. If I jacked into his friends’ heads, he couldn’t pretend that I didn’t exist. But there were three of them, and I’d have to jack all of them at once. I stared at Simon. The weight of my zero status hung on me as he refused to look my way.
I spun and stalked off the other direction.
The morning flew by on anxiety-hyped wings. I lingered at the edge of the cafeteria, scanning the room and hoping to flag down Simon before Raf found me. Simon was missing in action, but Raf waved from his seat in the middle of the cafeteria. I would have to explain to Simon later why I ditched him, but he wouldn’t want to be seen with me in the lunch room anyway.
The wide circular lunch table seated ten, with chairs still sticky from last period’s lunch. Two students on the opposite side pretended not to watch as I slid into the seat next to Raf. I did a final check of the cafeteria for Simon and wondered what I could possibly say to Raf that would make any sense. Guess what, Raf? I can control minds!
My fingers drummed the table top. Maybe I should let him go first. “You wanted to talk?” His tortured face only made me jumpier. “What?”
He gripped his knees. “Kira, I’m sorry.”
“Huh?” I said. “Sorry for what?”
He dropped his voice so it wouldn’t carry over the quiet rustlings of the cafeteria. “I’m sorry I tried to kiss you in the chem lab. I thought that maybe… well, I couldn’t tell. I guess you didn’t want me to.” He was biting his lip and his pain was tearing into my heart.
“Raf, it’s not that I didn’t…” His ink-pool eyes filled with hope. I traced the non-slip pattern on the table. “It’s not that I wouldn’t want you to…” This was impossible to say. He leaned closer, so I rushed to get the words out. “If things were different, I mean.”
“Different?” He tipped back, his dark eyebrows knitting a frown. “Different how?”
I looked away from Raf, and caught sight of Simon leaning against the Blue Devil mascot painted on the far wall of the cafeteria. His crossed arms and angry stare brought back his icy words. You’re not the only one with a secret.
All thoughts of telling Raf the truth flew away like birds scattering before an approaching cat. What would Simon do? I couldn’t chance finding out. I fisted my hand on the table and then flattened it, debating which lie to tell Raf. The one where I was a zero? Or the one where I read minds? The truth wasn’t an option, and the lies were all I had. I looked Raf in the eyes and told him the only truth I could. “If I was different, Raf.”
His nose wrinkled in disgust. “Is that what this is all about? Because you haven’t changed? I don’t care about that, Kira!”
His incredulous tone attracted the attention of students two tables away, and his thoughts must have been rippling through their minds as well. I kept my voice quiet, but I couldn’t help being harsh. “Well you should! I’m not like you.” His mouth hung open. I balled my fists and was tempted to pummel the truth into him. Because that was the truth and he had to know it, as much as he wanted to pretend otherwise. Instead, I ground my hands into the tops of my legs. “You’re going to go to college and meet the future Mrs. Lobos Santos and live happily ever after. And I’m not. I’m not normal like you. I’m never going to be.” The bare truth of that burned a hole through my chest and tears stung my eyes.
I tried to blink them back. Simon now stood at attention, his hands clenched at his side. Panic climbed up my back.
“You could still change, Kira,” Raf was saying. “And it doesn’t matter anyway!” A sudden urge to move gripped me. Before Simon could do something worse than glare at us, I had to get away from Raf. I rose so quickly, I stumbled across the chair.
Raf got up to stop me from leaving. He moved close, hovering over me, as if he could impress me with his height or sincerity, but all I saw were the puppet strings that Simon could cut in an instant.
Raf’s voice trembled. “You’re my best friend, Kira.”
I edged away from him. “You’ve always been my best friend, Raf.” Fear made my voice sharp. “But that’s all we can be.” The broken look on Raf’s face was more than I could stand.
I left him standing in the middle of the cafeteria.






 

I tore through the cafeteria door and blindly stumbled down the hallway.
I tried not to run past the few loitering students, but my legs were so strung with tension I could have sprinted all the way home without stopping. I turned a corner, but Simon caught up to me. A sudden tug at my elbow spun me to face him.
“Well.” The glare still chiseled his features. “I understand things a little better now.”
“Understand what?” I jutted my chin out and refused to be intimidated.
“Why you’re so afraid to jack into your boyfriend’s head.”
My stomach did backflips. “He’s not my boyfriend.”
“Not for lack of trying.” His words were biting, his smile cruel. “But you almost killed him when you jacked him. Didn’t you?”
A tremble ran up my arms. How did he know? “You were in Raf’s head.” The accusation hung between us like a poisoned dagger.
“Of course.” He didn’t quite sneer, but it felt like a slap anyway.
I stifled my anger. He was in Raf’s head. From across the cafeteria. No one read minds that far. “You didn’t… did you jack him?” My mind rewound over Raf’s words. It didn’t make sense for Simon to force Raf to say those things.
“No.” Simon’s dark look was back. “I was waiting for you to do it.”
My shoulders sagged and the fight drained out of me. “I couldn’t.”
The hardness on his face dissolved, and he heaved a heavy sigh. “You’re not like him, Kira. You’re never going to be like him. We’re different. Eventually you’ll have to jack into his head and control him like everyone else. That’s who we are.”
I clamped my eyes shut. What good were crazy mind powers when they forced me to control or lie to the people I loved?
Simon touched my cheek. “I know it’s tough,” he said. “But you need to accept it.” His fingers were warm under my chin. “You’re a mindjacker and that’s not going to change. Jacking is what you’re meant to do.”
I drew in a deep breath. I could feel the rightness of Simon’s words, even if it twisted my insides. All those years of wishing hadn’t changed me into a reader. And Raf would never change into a jacker either. We were stuck with who we were.
Students trickled out of the cafeteria and headed for class. They had normal lives and bright futures like Raf. Simple problems like who to date and how to pass their classes.
I will never be like them. My breath leaked out as I contemplated jacking all of them. Every day.
Simon glanced down the hall. “It’s time for class. Promise me you’ll try. With everyone.”
I hesitated. The last time in math class hadn’t exactly ended well. “What about Taylor?”
“If she starts thinking trash about you again, I’ll knock her out myself.”
I gave a short laugh. “All right. I’ll try.”
“That’s my girl.” He beamed a smile that seemed to lift me. We walked to class, and Simon lingered close this time. We took seats in the back of class, and I knew what he expected.
Mr. Barkley stood at the board in his starched, white shirt. I crept into his mind, just enough to hear his thoughts. Linking in, was what Simon had called it. Mr. Barkley’s mind-scent was like crisp apples on a fall day, and his whispering voice in my ear bud spoke a perfect echo of his thoughts.
I always knew he was treating me right.
I wasn’t sure what to do next. You can hear my thoughts, I told him. I’m saying hello. I made the command soft, closer to a suggestion. Mr. Barkley gazed across the rows of chairs and searched for my face. When he found it, I smiled. Good afternoon, Mr. Barkley.
His eyes flew wide and he almost spoke aloud. Then a smile lit his face and filled his thoughts. Good afternoon, Ms. Moore. He continued the lesson without the whispering commentary. I slipped the hearing aid out and stuffed it in my pocket.
I had more important things to do today than review tangents. I slowly linked into every mind in the class, first the ones nearby, then the rest, but still avoiding Taylor. I linked a mild echo of Mr. Barkley, so that each student believed they heard my thoughts. No longer a mental blank spot, I was part of the chorus of background voices that filled the classroom with mental noise.
It became clear why the silence that made my skin itch was so essential. The cacophony of voices was almost too much to bear. Any audible sound would have been a cymbal crashing on top of the discordant symphony reverberating in my head. How much had I missed, how much life had passed me by while I was an unknowing zero?
I garnered a few brief stares. A thought wave rippled through the class, pulsing my name as everyone became aware that I had changed. They think I’m a reader. A rush thrilled my body, a high that made me float in my seat.
I had become visible.
Simon smiled his approval, but then tipped his head toward Taylor. She peered around the other students to find the source of the chatter. I drew in a deep breath and linked into her mind. She thought I was some strange enigma. If she only had any idea. I nudged her mind to let her hear the whisper of my mind’s presence.
I thought you were… she thought.
I changed.
Thoughts of Raf and me flitted through her brain. Then she started mentally humming a song. This earned her frowns and irritated thoughts from her neighbors, who were closer to her and heard it louder. I shot a quizzical look at Simon.
He whispered, “She can’t keep you out if you jack all the way in.”
I had no desire to go deeper into Taylor’s mind. I shook my head, and he just shrugged.
Mr. Barkley finally noticed Taylor’s humming. Without turning around, he had a thought that riveted the class. Is there a problem, Ms. Sampson?
She immediately stopped the noise. No, sir.
Mr. Barkley’s lecture echoed in every mind, but stray thoughts flitted by as well. Random ideas about lunch or homework, and a surprising number of fantasies like Taylor’s, starring the thinker’s most recent crush. Everyone’s thoughts were open to me, with the exception of Simon. His linked thoughts echoed in the other minds, but they were simple repeats of Mr. Barkley.
The mind-scents of the class blended like a wild country potpourri.
I spent the rest of class pretending to take notes, while trying to juggle a classroom full of minds. When the bell finally rang, my body ached from the tension of maintaining the illusion that I was a reader. I stretched out the kinks as we gathered our backpacks.
Simon walked me out into the hallway. I withdrew from the minds of the math students as they drifted away into the swarm of people. Simon stopped and tugged me to the side. My eyes flew wide that he would touch me openly. He dropped his hand.
“That was perfect.” He moved toward me, eyes intense, and walked me two steps back to the lockers. “Time to come out and play, Kira.”
I started to ask him what he meant, but his hands were on my cheeks, and he crashed his lips onto mine. My entire body stilled, every sense focused on the contact between us. I wondered if this was how Raf’s lips would have felt if our near-kiss in the chem lab hadn’t ended in catastrophe. I dropped the backpack that had been dangling off one arm as Simon welded my body to the cold, riveted lockers. When he pulled back, I was amazed that one kiss could make it so difficult to breathe.
I knew nothing about first kisses—they belonged with boyfriends and college in the category of things I wouldn’t have as long as I was a zero. But Simon’s kiss made my face burn, and that didn’t seem right.
I sucked in a ragged breath. The hall had gone still, everyone facing us.
“They’re staring,” I whispered. My lips were still singed from our blatant display.
“That’s because I told them you were a changeling,” he whispered back.
“You did what?” As I spoke, the students turned away in unison, as if suddenly moving on cue. Which must be exactly what Simon told them to do. The normal ebb and flow in the hall resumed as though it had never stopped. I sputtered, not knowing what to say, or even what to think. The crowd thinned as students hurried to their final period of the day.
“Welcome to real life, Kira,” Simon said. “Come on, I have some friends for you to meet.”






 

A storm of emotions raged through me, like a changeling being driven demens.
Anger that Simon had outed me as a changeling. Humiliation that he had wantonly kissed me in public. A feeling I didn’t want to name had my body still on fire from that kiss.
Simon led me by the hand toward the bleachers. A few students clustered at the top, the supposed friends he wanted me to meet, but everyone else was in class.
I settled on indignant outrage. “You had no right to do that!” I yanked my hand out of his and stopped in my tracks.
He threw me a playful look. “Worked well, though.”
“What do you mean by that?” Heat radiated from the gravelly surface of the parking lot, but that wasn’t what burned my ears. He could at least admit he shouldn’t have broadcast my supposed change to the entire school, much less kissed me in front of everyone.
“I mean, you can’t come out as a changeling one person at a time, or even a class at a time. If you really were a changeling, everyone would know, Kira.” His patronizing tone made my fists curl. For the second time today, I was tempted to physically strike a large, stupid boy looming over me. Instead, I turned on my heel and strode back to the school building. That he was right only fueled the raging storm inside me.
“Kira, wait!” He was quickly by my side, but I wasn’t slowing down. “I’m sorry?”
“You had no right.” I kept my eyes trained on the back door. Simon tugged at my elbow, and I faced him with clenched fists.
“You’re right, I didn’t,” he said. “But it was the only way. If you’d jacked thirty kids, and no one else, someone would get suspicious. Like your boyfriend.”
“He’s not my boyfriend.” The fire inside me blazed anew, having to say those words again.
“So you keep saying.”
I glared at him and then the door, debating my options. I could leave him here in the parking lot, show him what little I thought of him and his stupid comments. But I would have to face the other students inside, and word would have spread like wildfire about my status. Or I could go with Simon and meet his friends. Whoever they were.
Or I could go home and crawl under the covers and never come out.
Simon brushed away a strand of hair that was whipping around my face in the heated breeze. “I’m kind of hoping you mean it.”
I leaned away from his touch. “Mean what?”
“That he’s not your boyfriend.” He stepped closer. “I was hoping that position was open.”
My mouth flopped open but nothing came out, like a fish out of water and drowning in air. Simon smiled, and he seemed to enjoy making me flustered. Before I could muster a scathing retort, he said, “Don’t worry about that now.” He bit his lip in a way that made me want to both kiss him and smack that grin off his face. “Will you come meet my crew?”
I glanced at the students hanging out at the top of the risers.
“No thanks.” I spun and marched away from his waiting friends. My anger slowly seeped out with every hot-soled step across the pavement, but the embarrassment was still hot in my cheeks. I weaved in between faculty cars and headed for the front of school.
Simon caught up to me near a teacher’s sporty black hydro car. “Kira, wait.”
I stopped to give him a withering look.
He held up his hands. “At least let me give you a ride home.”
I stared, uncomprehending for a second, then my eyes flew wide. “That belongs to you?”
He stepped closer to the car and gave me a sheepish smile when it beeped the unlock tone. I didn’t know any students that drove to school, much less had their own car. My family shared the hydro car, but my dad would laugh himself silly if I asked to drive it to school.
I circled slowly around the car. “Is your family made of money?”
He gave a short laugh. “No.”
He held the passenger side door open, beckoning me. I decided that giving me a ride home was the least Simon could do. I climbed into the low seat, which shifted to hug me in a soft embrace. A frosty wind from the vents blasted away the hot outside air, and Simon ran around to slide into the driver’s seat.
“How can you afford this?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I got a great deal.”
I pictured Simon jacking a dealer to sell him this luxury car for a pittance. Simon nudged the joystick, and his too-fast car spun out of the parking lot like a silent black cat.
An empty feeling hollowed out my chest.
I gave Simon directions, and he parked his suspiciously expensive sports car in front of my house. The second floor windows were dimmed against the afternoon light. The drive had me home early, so my mom shouldn’t expect me yet. I hoped like crazy she wouldn’t decide to clean the windows today.
“Give me your phone,” Simon said. I hesitated, then fished it out of my backpack and traded with him. His phone was shiny black, with a mindware interface image floating above the surface. I stared at it while he fussed with mine.
He looked up. “It’s got mindware. Just jack in and program your number.” My eyebrows hiked high on my forehead. I could jack into mindware? I reached forward and a sour metallic taste tinged the back of my tongue, but the holographic matrix display hovering above the phone shifted with my mental touch. I quickly navigated the software and entered my number.
My smile snuck out as we exchanged phones again.
“I’ll scrit you later?” He seemed to be asking permission. I gave him a shrug, not wanting him to think I’d entirely forgiven him yet.
Simon’s outrageous, and probably felonious, car sped away before I reached the front door. I expected to find my mom in the kitchen, but it was empty, so I snagged a banana off the counter and headed to my room.
I had the banana half peeled and was about to take a bite when I swung into my room and stopped short. Mom stood next to my shelves and whirled around when she heard me. My bed was neatly made, which was different than the way I left it, and the sweet stench of furniture polish lingered in the air. My track trophies from junior high were glossier than before, and the flotilla of tiny souvenir sailboats from my dad’s overseas travels had a new shine. I couldn’t imagine what she could find snooping in my room, but I scowled at her anyway.
“I was only… cleaning up,” she said, guilt written on her face. “You’re home early.” She said this like it was some kind of excuse for being in my room. Which it wasn’t.
I slowly dropped my backpack on the bed. I could jack into her head and find out what she was up to, but my stomach still clenched at the idea. I mostly wanted her out so I could retreat under the covers and try to forget the day.
“Did you find anything interesting in my room?” I let my sarcasm drip.
She ignored the bait and pulled down a picture from the shelf. An image of me and my brother mugging in front of a snowman flashed by. “Have you talked to Seamus lately?” she asked.
I blinked at the change in conversation. “Um, no. Did he call?”
“No. I just miss him, you know? Will you tell him, the next time you talk to him?”
Ah. This was mom-speak for whatever is bothering you, call Seamus and he’ll help you work it out. Mom could be pretty tricky when she wanted.
“Yeah, okay.”
She put the picture back on the stripped-down shelf, with only a couple other frames and Raf’s green stuffed monster. I wondered if she noticed the difference. She gave me wide berth on her way out and called back from the hall. “There are snacks if you want them.”
Once she was gone, I flopped down on my bed.
My phone vibrated in my backpack and I dug it out. Maybe Simon had finally decided to come up with a real apology.
It was Raf.
Oh no. I dropped the phone like it might bite me.
Raf must have heard about Simon outing me in the hallway. Like the rest of school, he would think I was a changeling now, right after telling him that I was different and would never change.
The phone buzzed in its crater on my pink comforter. When it stopped, I gingerly picked it up. Raf hadn’t left a message.
I wished I could call Seamus, like Mom hinted in her sneakiness, and tell him all about what had happened. But I knew that would only make things a bigger disaster than they already were.
I scrit Seamus instead. Mom misses you. Tell her we talked and all’s good. Hopefully Seamus would call Mom and have my back, rather than freaking out and calling me. A minute later, he scrit back, U ok?
Just need backup.
Got your six, sis.
Seamus was as mesh as big brothers came, but I was glad he was a thousand miles away at West Point. If he was here, he might try to pound on Simon.
And that wouldn’t be good for anyone.






 

Raf waited until Saturday afternoon to seek me out.
I was lounging on my bed, coincidentally trying to finish my English reading, when I heard Mom answer the door. I knew it was Raf when I heard his footfalls slowly climbing the stairs.
I had hoped he had forgotten, but I should have known that simmering Portuguese temper of his wouldn’t let him stay away. Back in seventh grade, Lenny Johnson had suffered Raf’s wrath when he flung a spitball into my hair. It had taken Raf three days to find someone with the combination to Lenny’s locker, but only a day after that to cover everything in it with purple ooze he had cooked up in chemistry. I only hoped that Raf’s anger wouldn’t result in a locker full of something disgusting. Although I probably deserved it.
Raf’s soccer-trained footfalls pounded a tempo on the last flight of steps. He slowed his pace halfway up, which gave me a few more seconds to get twitchy about what he would say. Kira, why didn’t you tell me you’re a changeling? Kira, why did you lie to me?
I could link into his head and get a preview of his questions. Or I could simply jack in and command him to go away. My shoulders quivered at that thought. I was a liar by necessity. But I didn’t have to be a cheat, too. Besides, I didn’t trust myself in Raf’s head.
He filled my doorway with his broad shoulders. His chest rose and fell underneath his Blue Devil soccer jersey, like he was breathing in the courage to speak.
“Why?” he asked.
I tried to look innocent and failed miserably. “Why what?”
“Why him?”
Oh. My eyes widened a bit. He hadn’t just heard about my coming out as a changeling. Raf had somehow seen the kissing episode with Simon. Of course. Like every other reader in Warren Township High, he had seen it in the minds of the rumor-swirling population.
My heart crumpled under Raf’s look of betrayal. I had told him we couldn’t be more than friends because I was different, and now Simon had let everyone know I was the same. And kissing Simon had made the insult a hundred times worse than the injury.
Raf wanted an explanation, but this time I had trapped myself in a box of lies. From Raf’s perspective, nothing could justify my bizarre behavior. I couldn’t explain what Raf couldn’t ever know—that Simon and I were both mindjacking freaks. If Raf discovered our secret, there was no telling what Simon would do.
Keeping Raf in the dark was keeping him safe, but it was tearing my heart into tiny pieces. As I struggled for something to say, Raf’s face shed anger like the tears that were falling off my cheeks. He seemed to want to step into the room, then changed his mind at the last second. He crossed his arms and remained in the doorway, not caving in to my pathetic display.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked. “About changing,” he clarified.
“I… I…”There was no way out of this hole. “I wasn’t sure it was real. I didn’t expect Simon to tell everyone.” That, at least, was the truth. I wiped away the tears I had no right to have.
Raf drew his thick black eyebrows together and threw his arms out in frustration. “Everyone is uncertain when it happens, Kira. If you had talked to me, I could have told you that.”
“I… I…” Stuttering was worse than not talking at all. “I wanted to wait until I was sure.”
Raf’s face darkened. “Wait. How come I can’t read you?”
I sucked in a quick breath. “Um, it, ah… still doesn’t work all the time. I can’t hear your thoughts either right now.” I bolted off the bed because the agitation in my legs couldn’t be contained any longer. I pressed my fists into my desk while I pretended to look out the window at the thin slices of grass between houses. Should I jack him to stop asking questions? Link in? Could I keep my secret, if I did?
I didn’t realize Raf had crossed the room until he covered one of my hands with his. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t bear the softness of his hand on mine when I had nothing but lies for him.
“That’s how it is, sometimes,” he said, softly. “Changeling abilities flip on and off for a while. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” He tugged my hand, wanting me to turn. It was bad enough to lie from far away. I opened my eyes and stepped back, pulling my hand from his.
He gritted his teeth. “Why won’t you let me help you?” he asked. “I’m your friend, but you turn to this guy Simon, when you’re going through the change? Why?”
There was nothing I could say without hurting Raf even more.
He stepped closer, and I backed away in equal measure. He fisted his hands at his side. “I don’t care if you’ve changed or not,” he said. “If you don’t want to be—whatever—more than friends, then fine. At least let me help you with this. And stay away from Simon.”
My lies and frustration were fueling a fire inside me. “I can hang out with whoever I want!”
“Kira, I promised Seamus I’d look out for you. Guys like Simon are nothing but trouble.”
“What?” I demanded. “You and Seamus don’t get to decide who I date!”
“You’re dating him now?”
“So what if I am?”
Raf’s Portuguese accent tortured his words. “So he is taking advantage of you!”
“How is that any different than you?”
His face blotched red and his jaw worked, but no sounds came out. He unclenched his fists and stalked toward the door. Pausing at the doorway, he gripped the frame and swayed slightly. He turned his head to the side. “I’ll leave you alone, Kira. Since that’s what you want.”
And then he was gone.
I sank to the floor. When the front door banged shut, I wrapped my arms around my chest to keep the sobs from shaking me apart. My mom appeared and her arms lifted me like I was a child. She nearly carried me to the bed, where we huddled and I cried until there were no tears left. Then I only shook. Mom held me and asked no questions, which was just as well.
I had no more lies in me.






 

Eventually night came.
I was the worst friend that had ever lived. All Raf got from me was lies and insults to his face. I resembled that sludge, the green stuff that forms a slimy coating on the outside of cheese that was so old it had become hazardous waste.
That was me: toxic green ooze.
There was nothing to do with cheese like that but throw it out. And Raf had done exactly that. Good for him. He deserved much better than I gave him today.
Maybe he would find a decent girl now, like Taylor. Sure, she was a yippy dog, but at least dogs were loyal. You could count on them. They didn’t lie, and they licked your face because they were so happy to see you.
I pressed my face into the pillow. I felt like throwing up.
Raf should find someone better than Taylor. Maybe now that I had pushed him away, he would find a girl who wouldn’t lie and wouldn’t yip. One who would stick by him and not insult him to his face. The tears came back and rolled down my nose and off the tip, adding to the growing stain on the pillow.
Eventually, the well of my ridiculous self-pity ran dry. I burrowed under the covers, still dressed in my clothes. Sometime later, Mom switched off the light. I wished I could call Seamus, but I’d have to tell more lies, and I couldn’t stomach the idea.
A jittery buzzing sound started and then ceased. I wondered if a fly had somehow been trapped in my room. My head cleared enough to realize it was my phone. I dragged myself out of bed and retrieved the dancing phone from my backpack. Its blue glow lit the room. Simon.
Look out your window.
My head whipped around to the darkened window above my desk. I stumbled across the room and dialed the window up to clear. Simon stood in the grassy space between our house and the neighbor behind us.
What are you doing? I scrit him.
Come down and find out.
I was debating a nice retort, when the floorboards creaked upstairs, giving me a great excuse. My mom’s still awake.
So jack her to look the other way.
It was a dare. I glared at the dark form below, his face lit up by the blue glow of his phone. I didn’t want Simon to know I still wasn’t jacking my mom. He seemed like a wild thing I should keep as far away from my family as possible.
I could probably sneak out without my mom hearing. I had never done that before, but this week was full of firsts. Besides, sitting in my room and crying over Raf wasn’t making my life any better.
I tiptoed past the stairs to my parents’ bedroom level and stole down the two flights to the ground level. Picking up my shoes on the way, I crept out the front door. Simon’s black panther car waited at the curb. The interior light came on, and I dropped into the passenger seat without a word. As the light faded, Simon’s eyebrows pulled together.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. My eyes must have still been red from the crying.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” He didn’t press, just pulled up the mindware interface for the car and set an autopath. We slid noiselessly away from the curb. A block from my house, Simon mentally commanded on the headlights.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“We’re meeting my crew, but I have a stop to make first.”
We drove a while in silence, streetlights pulsing by. I suspected that we had left Gurnee. It was hard to tell in Chicago New Metro. One town was the same as the next, a seamless flow of spindly houses as closely packed as range ordinances would allow. We passed the Great Lakes Naval Station where my dad worked and pulled up to a convenience store. It was just this side of dangerous and definitely shady.
Simon climbed out of the car, forcing me to follow or be left behind. It seemed safer to go with him. Plasma lights harshly lit the inside of the store. As we stepped through the door, I linked into the head of the attendant. Even though we were out past curfew on the praver side of town, he barely noticed us, instead watching a late night tru-cast whispering from his hand-held screen.
Simon draped his arm over my shoulder and steered us through aisles of ancient snacks and dusty bags of diapers. The only things not coated in dust were emergency boost canisters of hydrogen for hydro cars on empty and an impressive display of beef jerky. We stopped at a refrigerated case. Simon used a mental command to open it and pulled out a four-pack case of green beer bottles.
“What are you doing?” I hissed under my breath and checked the attendant’s thoughts. He was watching Magnum Magistrate interrogate two neighbors in a range infringement dispute.
“Don’t worry, there aren’t any security cameras here,” said Simon.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. The frosted glass door swung closed. Simon steered us back toward the front and set the beers down with a clinking of glass on glass. The attendant still clutched his screen in his gnarled hands. He let out an elaborate sigh, muted the screen, and set it aside as Magnum Magistrate took a break to consider his judgment.
Simon’s command echoed through the attendant’s mind. We’re going to buy this.
Well, sure you’re going to buy that. But you need some money, friend.
From the tired sound of his thoughts, this wasn’t the first time Simon had jacked him to illegally sell beer. I nervously checked the parking lot. With my luck, one of my dad’s Navy buddies would stroll in to find his friend’s daughter buying alcohol.
Simon handed the man two pieces of white plastic, both small and square. The attendant took the cards and held one up, examining it as if it wasn’t completely blank. In his mind, the card appeared to be a driver’s license with Simon’s picture. He handed that one back to Simon and scanned the other one—which appeared to be a tally card—through the register. It beeped its complaint about swiping a useless bit of plastic, but in the attendant’s mind, a dozen unos were deducted from Simon’s account. He returned the fake tally card to Simon.
Do you want a bag? the attendant thought.
No, thanks. Simon grinned as he picked up the beers and walked me out of the store.
When we were back in the car, I crossed my arms. “I am not drinking that.” If Simon’s grand plan was to take me out for a night of drinking, he was sadly mistaken.
“Neither am I,” he said. “I’m not interested in fuzzing up my mind with beer.”
Sometimes the boy was simply demens. “You committed a misdemeanor to buy beer you’re not going to drink?”
“The beer’s for Martin. We’re just going for the fun.”
I was sure Simon’s idea of fun and mine were not the same.






 

I held my complaints as we wove though a ramshackle suburb that resembled downtown Chicago. People wandered outside ancient apartments that hadn’t been rehabbed to range codes, fuzzed out on obscura or beer, trying to escape their crowded living conditions with distance or intoxication. I breathed a little easier when we left the slums and drove past a forest preserve turned black by the night. It was closed after dark, but keeping with our law-breaking activities for the evening, Simon pulled into the entrance. The car’s beams sliced white blades through the ash trees lining the forest drive.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Suffering in my room would be better than getting arrested tonight.
“Kira, relax. We’re just meeting some friends to do some dipping.”
“Dipping?”
He didn’t answer and pulled to the side of the main road. About fifty feet from the road, pinpricks of light danced in the meadow. Simon shut off the car, and the moonlight painted his face silver.
“Dipping is something readers do,” he said. “One person does the drinking while the rest dip into their fuzz by touching them somewhere on their bare skin.” He demonstrated by tapping my cheek with his fingertips. “They feel all the effects without the actual intoxication or hangover. Except for the drinker. They’re pretty messed up the next day.”
“I thought… you couldn’t, you know, touch without…”
His smile folded into a smirk. “Without getting a little too close for comfort?”
This entire situation was making me uncomfortable.
“That’s why they only dip for a second,” he said. “Only long enough for the effects to be felt, without all the uncomfortable closeness. Believe me, nobody wants to get that close to Martin.”
Now that my eyes had adjusted to the moonlight, I could see figures attached to the flashlights in the dancing light show. “I don’t know about this.”
“Don’t worry.” He stroked my cheek where he had tapped. “You won’t feel it. You’re not a reader, remember?”
Like I could forget that.
“That’s why you have to fake it.”
I looked askance at him. “Right. Why are we doing this, again?”
He leaned back. “You’re a changeling now. Time to be part of the crowd. Blending in makes you seem less suspicious.” His voice grew serious. “The worst thing is for people to know what we are, Kira. You have to keep the code of silence.”
My eyebrows flew up. “Code of silence?”
“That’s just what I call it. The vow of perpetual silence,” he intoned with mock solemnity. “Trust me; you don’t want people to know what you can do.”
I didn’t trust Simon, but I knew he was right about that. If people knew we could control them, life would be a whole lot worse. In ways I didn’t even want to think about.
The lights in the field had settled low to the ground. Pretending to party with Simon’s friends wouldn’t be my worst lie of the day. Simon retrieved the case of beer, and we tromped through the grassy field, chirping insects falling silent as we invaded their territory. Simon’s merry band huddled on a blanket thrown over the weeds.
I hesitantly linked to them once we were within range. Their chatter roared to life, clamoring in my mind, and I stumbled over a rock hidden in the grass. Their thoughts and mind-scents blended together. Bald curiosity rippled through their minds.
The mental volume stepped down as Simon introduced me. This is Kira. His thoughts echoed in their minds.
The girl put a flashlight under her chin and made a face. Hi Kira, I’m Katie. Her dark wiry hair was pulled into a ponytail, which exploded into a puff.
Hi, I linked the thought to her. She looked me up and down and pictured a girl that wouldn’t be happy about how pretty I was. Before I had a chance to respond, the muscle-bound blond who sat next to her rumbled in with, Hey, Kira. His name was Zach and his shirt sleeve was rolled up to reveal pale skin darkened by tattoos. A third boy, Miguel, lounged at the very edge of the blanket, a blade of grass hanging from his mouth. He chimed in with a subdued, Hey. I probed and found he was the artist behind Zach’s tattoos.
In the dead center sat a boy that must be Martin, the designated drinker. His gangly arms seemed too long for his body, and his legs were folded up like a floppy doll.
His eyes were on Simon. Did you get it?
Simon handed him the pack of beers, and Martin tore the paper binding apart. The glass bottles spilled out and clanked together on the blanket. He opened a beer and chugged the entire thing in a long series of gulps. Simon gestured for me to sit near Martin, then sat next to me. He shifted close, nearly touching my leg and earning a raised eyebrow from Katie. An image of Simon pinning me against the lockers flashed through Katie’s mind, and my tangle of emotions flared again. She must have seen the whole thing or caught it in the thought-speed rumor mill. The image of a blond girl stomping off pulsed through her mind. I put two and two together. Simon avoided my gaze.
So, Kira, what are you, a freshman? Zach asked. He thought he was very funny.
I linked my thoughts to all of them at once. No. What are you, a second-year senior?
Then I heard the most amazing thing. Mental laughter. It sounded like tinkling bells and soft sizzling and little breathy snorts. I was pretty sure the last one came from Miguel. None of them laughed out loud.
I see why you like her, Katie thought. Then Simon’s voice rang loud through all their minds, She’s all right. They all echoed it back. She’s all right. All right. Right.
Simon finally met my gaze and gave me a crooked smile.
Martin pitched the empty beer bottle into the darkness, and it landed with a soft swish of prairie grass. He cracked open another and flung the bottle cap after the first.
The five of us mindtalked about nothing: the bugs; the blessed event that was the weekend; the lack of true art in tattooing today. I struggled to keep up with the four simultaneous conversations. Their thoughts were lightning fast and played over each other, like strings on a guitar, harmonizing yet separate. Simon’s linked thoughts played along, subdued in the harmony and not echoing through their minds, unlike his jacked in command before. It was difficult to keep up, and I wondered how readers managed it all day, every day.
As Martin finished the second beer, Katie and Zach shuffled nearer to him, and even Miguel sidled closer. Martin sent the second bottle sailing and cracked open a third, giving a tremendous belch that sent twitters of mental laughter ringing around the blanket. As he chugged the third one, I leaned away from him. If Martin’s stomach rebelled against the onslaught of alcohol, I didn’t want to be in spewing distance. No one else was concerned, so I tried to relax.
Martin burst out singing in his head, some bawdy song I didn’t recognize.
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Miguel thought. If you’re going to sing, man, I’m leaving.
No one’s making you stay. Martin sent the third empty flying. With a crash of glass, the bottle met its mates in the weeds. A mental grumble went around the blanket, but no one moved to leave. In fact, they edged closer to Martin, who let his hands fall by his sides. His head flopped forward and his lips moved slightly, as if he’d forgotten that he didn’t need to use them.
Good beer, Simon.
Miguel tapped his finger on Martin’s bare foot, exposed as he sat cross-legged on the blanket. Martin flinched at his touch and then stilled. Katie and Zach rhythmically touched the outstretched fingers of one hand. Simon gestured to Martin’s other hand, a pale silver fish flopped on the blanket. Simon and I each took a different finger. Martin’s skin was as clammy as it looked. As for faking the effect of the beer, I wasn’t sure what to do. Martin was breathing heavily, and Miguel’s eyes were closed. Their thoughts were jumbled.
I glanced at Katie and Zach and was shocked to see them holding tight to each other and kissing. Katie’s dark skin mashed against Zach’s pale face mesmerized me until the brush of Simon’s lips near my ear made me jump.
“This is the fun part.” His whisper sent a shudder down to the spot where his hand pressed the small of my back. I jerked away. He gave me a measured look, then pulled me up from the blanket and led me across the meadow, away from his heavily fuzzed friends.
Halfway to the car, he veered to a glistening boulder sitting lonely in the meadow. He leaned against it and laced his fingers with mine. The moon glazed half his face with light, and his hair fell loose in a frame of darkness.
“Still mad at me?” he asked.
“Yes.” I pulled my hand away and rubbed my eyes, even more tired than when I juggled thirty minds in math. At least in class they weren’t all talking to me at the same time.
“Is it always this hard?” I asked. “This jacking thing is wiping me out.”
“You’ll get used to it.”
I wondered how long it would take for me to pass for a reader easily, like Simon. I gazed at the partiers who were still linked and kissing and drinking. “Did I do okay?”
“You did great.”
I peered up into his dark eyes. “When did you know? That you could mindjack?”
He studied the weeds in the distance. “When I put my sister in a coma over a fight about… something. I can’t really remember what it was. I was twelve.”
I held my breath, not sure what to say. “Simon, I’m sorry…”
He shrugged and leaned back on the rock. “It took me three weeks to figure out I could wake her up again.”
“You were just a kid.” I remembered my panic that first day, when I had knocked Raf out and thought I might slay the whole school if I went to class. What if I hadn’t inadvertently woken Raf up? I placed a hand on Simon’s shoulder, but his face stayed blank.
“You didn’t have anyone to help you,” I said. “You couldn’t have known.”
He ducked his head, examining the prairie grass at our feet. His hair fell forward, masking his face in shadow. I wanted to brush it back.
“Well, she’s off to college now,” he said. “So I guess there was no permanent damage.”
I swallowed. “I’m lucky to have you to help me.” He looked up, and a smile ghosted across his face. He smoothed down some tendrils of my hair floating in the breeze and stopped with his hand behind my head.
He pulled me closer and his kiss was gentle, but the hot liquid feel of it still made my body sing.
When he broke the kiss, he whispered, “What are you thinking?”
I was thinking that I would rather be kissing than talking, but those words were not going to come out of my mouth, if I could help it. I just shook my head.
“Well, that’s new for me,” he added. I didn’t understand. “Usually, I know what a girl thinks about when I kiss her.”
Oh. His smirk drove me to look back to the partiers. Simon had probably kissed a lot of girls before me. Girls that knew what they were doing in the kissing department. I ordered the blood out of my cheeks. Somehow my mind powers didn’t extend to controlling my own bodily reactions.
“Hey. What?” He tipped his head to try to catch my eye.
“I don’t think I blend very well.”
“You’re not like them.” He touched my cheek to bring me back. “You’re much better.”
Considering we lied to everyone about who we were, I didn’t feel much in the way of superiority. “How do you do it?” I asked. “Lying all the time?”
His face hardened into a mask that sent a shiver through me. “You get used to it.” He glanced at his crew, still silently dipping to get their fuzz. “We’ll never be like them, Kira. Besides, we’re just marking time here. We’re meant to do greater things.”
“What do you mean, greater things?” I was only hoping for normal, but somehow normal always escaped me.
He lifted his gaze to the trees in the distance. “My birthday’s in two weeks,” he said with great solemnity, as if that were some fabulous pronouncement. The boy was definitely demens.
“Um, happy birthday?”
“I’ll be eighteen,” he elaborated. I was just as lost. “Then I’m going to walk into the principal’s office and get my diploma. I’m not going to sit around wasting my time in high school.”
Could he really graduate as soon as he had reached the age? Of course. I had yet to hear Simon boast. It made me wonder if there was anything he couldn’t do.
“What will you do? Get a job?”
“I’ve been doing some small jobs. If things work out, I’ll have something lined up by then.”
My suspicions came running out. “Like what?”
“Something better than hanging out here, pretending to be like everyone else.”
“Like what?” I repeated, disentangling from his embrace and stepping away. “More petty larceny at the local convenience store?”
He snorted and rolled his eyes. “I’ve been doing that since I was fourteen, Kira. That’s kid stuff. I want to do something more serious.”
“What, serious like grand theft auto?”
He crossed his arms. “I can see you don’t think much of me.”
“Just leave me out of whatever criminal master plan you have.” I threw my hands on my hips and matched his rigid stance.
A two-foot gulf opened between us. “After all I’ve done to help you, this is what I get?” he asked. “Criminal mastermind?” His stare became an ice dagger that plunged into my chest. Echoes of Raf’s departing words rang through my head. I’ll leave you alone, Kira. Since that’s what you want. Simon was the only one that understood the bizarre power unleashed in my brain. And I was insulting him to his face. Driving him away. Just like Raf.
I let my hands drop to my side, and my gaze sank to the prairie weeds surrounding us. I shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m sorry…,” I mumbled. “I just… the whole beer thing kind of threw me.” It sounded lame, even to me.
“I was only trying to help you fit in.”
The sound of breaking glass reminded me that Martin was still pitching beer bottles. “Hmm,” I said. “I’m hoping we are better than that bunch.”
Simon blazed a smile. “You, at least, are better looking.”
“Yeah, well, you’re not too bad yourself.”
His face went serious, his jaw cutting a sharp line in the moonlight.
“I am sorry,” I said. “You know, about calling you a criminal.”
He studied my face. “Do you trust me?”
I didn’t trust Simon, but I knew I needed him, a thought that made my face burn.
I whispered, “I’m not sure what I’d do without you,” and pulled his face down to mine. He gripped my waist and pulled me up so that my toes just kissed the prairie grass. His lips branded mine, and by the time he set me down, I wasn’t sure I could stand straight.
My head rested on his chest. I couldn’t read his mind, or feel his emotions when we touched, but the way his heart pounded, it seemed like our kiss affected him too.
“So, I was wondering…” His words rumbled under my ear.
I lifted my head. “Yes?”
“…if that boyfriend position was still open?”
“I think it’s just been filled.”






 

The next week was an endless blur of too many minds.
The first few days, I gripped Simon’s arm to combat the dizziness of the hallways, brought on by having to constantly shift focus and link with dozens of minds. Simon wore Second Skin gloves for a while so we wouldn’t be conspicuous.
The cafeteria was worse.
Ground zero for thought-wave-rumors, people buzzed about the zero-turned-changeling, and why I was dating Simon and not Raf. Our drama was better than the latest big screen sim-cast.
I caught whispers of Raf’s thoughts passed from mind to mind. It was like our childhood game of mindtalk, where we pretended to read minds by whispering messages around a circle. The message had been distorted beyond reason by the time it circled back, which had caused us fits of giggles. Only Raf’s messages of anger and pain were far from making me laugh.
Raf kept his promise and kept his distance. He couldn’t hear my thoughts, unless I jacked other people’s minds and sent my thoughts ringing through the room for everyone to hear.
I kept the mindjacking to a minimum in the cafeteria.
Besides, knowing I was a jacker wouldn’t hurt Raf any less. It would only put him in danger. If he knew my secret, so would the other reader minds. It wasn’t impossible for readers to keep a secret—just very, very difficult. Like trying to not think of pink elephants. The bigger the secret, the harder it was to keep your thoughts away from it.
And Simon and I had a mastodon-sized secret.
Somehow, the thought-rumors hadn’t reached my mom. She must be even more isolated than I knew.
My mom still thought I was a zero, Raf thought I was a changeling, and Simon thought I was jacking them both. It was official: I was lying to everyone I knew.
I didn’t have much choice about being a liar, but I didn’t have to cheat too. In class I could easily pluck the virtual answer key from our teachers’ minds for our take-home tests, but I resisted. Cheating wouldn’t help me catch up in that race for normal that suddenly seemed within reach.
But to Simon, it wasn’t enough for me to pass for a reader. He wanted me to hone my jacking abilities too. Which I did, until I finally was in control—not of other people, but of myself.
Except when Simon kissed me.
There, control eluded me in a fierce way that found me brazenly kissing him at every opportunity, which wasn’t often. Readers did their lip-locking in private or at dipping parties where everyone was doing it. Even kissing in front of the crew would have caught us grief unless we jacked them to look the other way. Which Simon occasionally did, leaving a grin on my face that lasted long after the warmth from his lips had faded.
 It was all mesh, but by Friday I was exhausted.
Simon and I waited for the crew to ditch class and join us on the bleachers. All my free periods and after school time had been spent with Simon or his crew or practicing my skills. I wanted to catch up on schoolwork over the weekend. Passing for a reader wouldn’t count for much if I failed my classes.
Simon caught me off guard by asking me out on a date.
“I have a ton of homework.” I whispered so the couple students at the bottom of the bleachers wouldn’t overhear. Simon put his hand over his heart and feigned heartbreak.
“You’re turning me down for homework?”
“And how would I explain being gone on a Saturday night?”
He shifted to serious. “You haven’t told your mom about me?”
I squirmed in my seat. “Well, no.”
“But you are jacking her?”
“Yes.” The lies were getting easier every day.
“So, tell her you have a date.” His eyes sparkled. “Besides, I’d love to meet your mom.”
A warning siren blared in my head. “No, uh, that’s not a good idea.”
“Why not?”
He wasn’t buying this nonsense. It was time to go big and lie large.
“Because my family is very strict. We’re Catholic, and my dad’s a Navy man, through and through. He always said I could date when I’m, like, thirty.”
“Well, let me meet your dad. I’m sure I can convince him otherwise.”
The gleam in Simon’s eyes made my stomach clench. “My dad’s on deployment right now. If he found out I went on my first date while he was gone, he would skin me alive.”
Simon threw his hands up. “You’re the one in control here. Just jack in and tell them it’s okay. You don’t have to do what they say.”
“I can’t jack my dad over the phone 7,000 miles away! Unless you have some super-secret power you’re holding out on me?”
He narrowed his eyes. “Sneak out.” He was challenging me now. I could probably sneak out of the house, but I had to focus on school or all of the lying would be for nothing. And his order didn’t sit well with me.
“Maybe I’ll tell my mom I’m going out to meet Raf. She’d probably be fine with that.”
“What?” His eyes went wide. “I thought you were staying away from him.” Zach and Katie started hiking up the steps. Simon followed my gaze, but snapped back to stare me down. “Well?”
I dropped my voice. “I’m just saying it would be one way to get out of the house.”
He exhaled a long, low breath, and I was glad I couldn’t read his mind at that moment.
As they came into thought range, Katie frowned at Simon. Trouble in paradise?
Everything’s fine. Simon’s thoughts boomed in her head.
Oh, everything’s fine, she and Zach echoed, serene smiles relaxing their faces. Jacking feelings was the same as jacking thoughts, but my stomach twisted every time Simon made me do it. I nudged the hard presence of Simon in Katie’s mind, a warning. As my skills had improved over the week, I found I could push that marble after all. And I’d push him right out if he kept manipulating Katie.
Simon’s eyes flashed, and he nudged back, but the creepy smiles disappeared.
Tell Simon I need to study this weekend. My command rang loud and clear through Katie’s mind.
Tell Kira she better not sneak out to see someone besides me. As Katie echoed Simon’s words, I threw my hands out in frustration.
Katie, let them fight their own battles, Zach interrupted. You’re killing my fuzz, here.
Simon pulled out his black mindware phone and bent over it. He must have sent a scrit, but when I gave him a questioning look, he pocketed the phone and ignored me.
The four of us chatted idly, pretending the tenseness didn’t exist. Right before the final bell Simon’s phone buzzed and he checked and re-pocketed it. He ignored my questioning look again. When the crew got up to leave, Simon shook his head, indicating I should stay. I seriously debated marching off with Katie, but decided I had already angered Simon enough for one day.
When they were out of mind range, he glared at the bleachers for a moment before speaking. “People like us don’t follow the rules, Kira,” he said. “People like us make them up.”
I had spent an entire week passing for a reader. I was finally getting a taste of normal, and I liked it. A lot. I didn’t want to think about the freaks that we really were.
When I didn’t respond, Simon asked, “What are you thinking?”
“That I’d rather not be a mutant?” I tried to say it with a smile, but it came out sour.
“We’re not, Kira.” He pulled me up from the bleacher seat. “Come on, there’s someone I want you to meet. If I can’t get you out of the house, then we’ll have to meet him at school.”
“Who is it?” I followed him down the steps.
“Mr. Gerek.”
“The shop teacher?” I vaguely remembered him talking to Mr. Gerek in the hall. But why would Simon want me to sneak out to meet his buddy, the shop teacher?
Simon gave a short laugh. “I wasn’t sure if you’d recognize the name.” His voice had lost its seriousness. “You never took shop, did you?”
“No.” Mr. Gerek’s class was famously popular, second only to Mr. Chance and his animated sims of the past. But I was seriously disinclined toward tools of any kind. I had taken Advanced Topics Biology instead, which was more useful to a doctor anyway.
“I wondered how you had escaped his notice.” The grass crunched under our feet as Simon led me toward the building for our strange after-school meeting with the shop teacher.
“Wait, what?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“Just come see him?” His voice softened. “He wants to talk to you. It won’t take long.”
I sighed, but kept following him into the building and out of the heat. The shop class was near the back of the school, crammed with tool chests and instruments that seemed designed to torture wood. Mr. Gerek teetered on a stool next to a giant laser saw and swept a thick-fingered hand over his prematurely balding head. He seemed too large for his seat. Everything, including Mr. Gerek, was covered by a thin film of sawdust.
I reached toward his mind, hoping to get a heads up about this bizarre meeting, but I was shoved away before I could even link in. I whirled to Simon, wondering why he was trying to keep me out of Mr. Gerek’s head, but he was busy pulling over a tall stool. I tentatively climbed up, my feet not quite reaching the floor.
“Mr. Gerek, this is Kira Moore,” Simon said with great ceremony. Why was he speaking out loud, when everyone at school thought I had gone through the change?
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ms. Moore,” Mr. Gerek said. A polite smile graced his face, but his stare was intense and kind of creepy, like he was trying to drill a hole into my head.
“Hello,” I said carefully. Something was wrong with this entire situation.
“Simon has some very flattering things to say about you.” I shot a look to Simon. He had already retreated to the shop entrance, like he wasn’t planning on being a part of the conversation.
“Um, okay,” I said. “He hasn’t told me anything about you.”
Mr. Gerek broke his stare to give Simon a short nod. “Well, if he had, I would have been disappointed in him.”
It seemed like I should be asking questions. “What is this all about?”
“I’m a jacker, Kira,” he said. “Like Simon. There are more of us than you probably realize.”
My jaw dropped. Simon’s face was blank. He had known Mr. Gerek was a jacker all along, but he had let me believe we were the only ones. “Who else?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
My hands clenched the stool. “Why not?” Mr. Gerek appeared about thirty-five, and if he was a jacker, anyone could be. There could be hundreds, maybe thousands of them. “Are there more at our school?”
“No. At least,” he glanced at Simon, “not that I’m aware of. We’re rare. But there are many of us in the New Metro area. I can’t tell you any more until you’ve joined the Clan.”
Clan? Alarm bells started ringing in my head. “What is that, like, your secret club?”
“The Clan is like a family, Kira,” Mr. Gerek said. “We know what it’s like to be different.” He spread his hands wide. “We only want to extend our welcome. You don’t have to be alone anymore.”
The alarm in my head cranked to full alert. Simon had lied to me. Mr. Gerek was a jacker, which meant he was a liar too. I didn’t know what this Clan was all about, but I doubted they were only concerned about my loneliness. I slid off the high stool and put it between me and Mr. Gerek. I didn’t know if either of them intended to let me go, but it was definitely time to leave.
“Okay.” I edged away from the chair. “That’s a very nice invitation, and I appreciate it, but I should be going now.” A quaver had found its way into my voice.
Mr. Gerek remained in his seat, which eased my panic a little. I backed into something solid and let out a yelp.
“Kira, it’s okay,” Simon said, his face unreadable. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”
His words didn’t reassure me at all. “I’m leaving!”
“It was nice to meet you, Kira,” Mr. Gerek called from his seat. “That invitation is open, whenever you’re ready for it.”
I slipped around Simon and shoved open the shop door. Simon shuffled behind me.
“Kira, stop.” He tugged at my elbow.
I wheeled on him and pounded my fists into his chest. “You lied to me!” He shrank back from my blow, which certainly didn’t injure him. But he still seemed wounded.
“I didn’t lie,” he said harshly. “I just didn’t tell you everything.”
“What’s the difference?” I held my fists at my side and resisted the urge to hit him again. Of course he lied to me. Simon was an expert liar.
“You know the difference.” His face hardened. “Besides, I couldn’t tell you about the Clan. The code of silence is real, and the Clan takes it very seriously. They don’t let just anyone in. They have to be careful.” He looked me up and down. “I told Mr. Gerek that we could trust you. That you wouldn’t tell anyone.”
I swallowed. What would the Clan do if I said no to their offer? What had Simon gotten me into? “What do they want with me?”
Simon studied the floor for a moment, and then looked into my eyes. “It’s like Mr. Gerek said. It’s a family. We take care of each other. It’s a place where everyone understands what you are.”
What I am? I was just a girl who wanted to be a reader like everyone else. I would take being a zero any day over these layers upon layers of lies. The tears started to tickle my throat, and I clenched my teeth against them. They spilled out anyway.
Simon reached to wipe away a tear that had run down my cheek, but I leaned away before he could touch me. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“I don’t want to be like this.” I couldn’t keep the words in. “Why are we like this?”
“I don’t know.” His voice was soft, almost kind. “I know you don’t like it. But in time, you’ll see. We have to stick together. And you know you can’t tell anyone about the Clan, right?”
“Code of silence?” My voice was bitter.
His smile was grim. “Yeah.”
I left him standing in the hallway, unsure if I ever wanted to see him again.






 

I ignored about a dozen scrits from Simon.
As the weekend lurched along, my anger about his secret society of mindjackers fizzled. Of course Simon and I weren’t the only two jackers in the world. If I hadn’t been adjusting to everything and trying to pass for a reader, I would have figured that out. According to Mr. Gerek, there were jackers all over the Chicago New Metro area, which included half of Illinois and millions of people. Were there hundreds of jackers among those millions? Thousands? Our high school had almost 4,000 students, yet Simon and I were the only jackers. Were we a one-in-two-thousand mutation? Or was it a fluke that we were in the same school? I tried to do the math, but it seemed impossible to know how many jackers were hiding in plain sight, like Mr. Gerek and Simon—and me.
And what was up with this mysterious Clan anyway? Simon claimed they were a family, like some kind of support group for freaks. Did they recruit jackers for their cause, like a band of super-heroes? Shop teacher and secret jacker Mr. Gerek didn’t exactly fit the super-hero stereotype, but he didn’t seem like a super-villain either.
I didn’t know what or who to believe any more.
If I could pass for a reader, college and med school were possible, even if I had to lie to get there. I didn’t see how joining a gang of jackers would help with that.
But I didn’t want them angry at me either.
On Monday, Simon found me before school and pulled me into an empty hallway where we could talk. “You haven’t answered my scrits.” He seemed tense, like he thought I would announce the existence of the Clan over the student council’s morning tru-cast.
“I’ve been thinking about what a fantastic liar you are.” So maybe I hadn’t completely gotten over my annoyance with him.
He set his jaw. “Look, I’m sorry about that, okay? I couldn’t tell you anything until I got clearance from Mr. Gerek.”
“So, he’s the boss of you?” My smile seemed to irritate Simon further.
“No.” He let out a frustrated huff. “But he is my contact with the Clan, and I’d rather not mess that up.”
I couldn’t help being curious. “So what’s this business with Mr. Gerek? I mean, if I was a thirty-five-year-old jacker, I’m not sure I’d be a shop teacher.”
Simon shook his head and leaned against a paint-chipped locker wall. “He’s a great guy. He’s been a recruiter for a long time, and he’s taught me a lot.” He pulled a half-grin. “It still grates on him that I found you first.”
“He recruits jackers for the Clan?”
“Yeah. He watches for changeling jackers as they come through the school.” He gestured at the empty hall. “Most kids pass through his class around the time they change. He would have found you, but you hadn’t changed yet. And you didn’t take shop.”
“But he found you?”
“Actually, I found him. I changed early, before I got to high school. By the time I went through his class, I was already jacking everyone.”
“Show off.” I nudged his chest. Maybe I could forgive him. All of Simon’s lies were somewhat mitigated by my own half truths—about my mom, about Raf. “So, what does the Clan do?”
He glanced at the still-empty hall. “Well, you could join us and find out.” I scowled and he dropped his voice. “It’s a place where you can belong. Where you don’t have to lie about who you are.”
His words pulled at me. I didn’t want to admit how much the lies were wearing on me.
“Who all is in the Clan? Besides shop teachers and their students.” Maybe my dream of being a doctor didn’t have to mean staying away from the Clan. Maybe I could do both.
“There are all kinds of people.” He cracked a grin. “Depends on how good your skills are.”
I arched an eyebrow. “You mean jacking skills. I suppose your skills rock.”
“I’m not bad,” he said with false modesty. “Molloy has a soft spot for the younger jackers and wants the recruits to finish high school, or they would have taken me sooner.” It was the first time I had seen Simon boast about anything.
“Who’s Molloy?” I wrinkled my nose. That name sounded very familiar. “There’s that big building, off the T-41 Metra line, with Molloy Enterprises written on it. Is he related to that?”
His mouth dropped open, but he quickly shut it. “You can’t say anything about that. Look, you’ve got to promise me you’ll keep the code of silence. They’re really serious about that.”
“Who am I going to tell?” My skeptical look made him relax.
“Good.” He shuffled closer to whisper. “Kira, you belong in the Clan. You’ll see, if you just come join us. It’s a place where you can do what you’re meant to do.”
“What exactly does that mean?” If the Clan was all about using their jacking skills, that couldn’t add up to anything good. I doubted they were running around solving crimes or aiding the poor. All the secrecy probably meant they were shady, like Simon’s too-fancy car and stolen beers.
“Just come and see,” he said.
“Thanks, but no thanks.” His face fell.
I walked away.
I avoided Simon at lunch and chewed on the idea of the Clan. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to be part of them. Not having to lie, being with people who understood you. If Simon hadn’t been around to help me, I’m not sure what I would have done. Probably gone a bit demens.
But I was just getting used to passing for a reader and having a normal life.
By the time math rolled around, I was ready for a truce. I didn’t say anything, just sat next to him in class. During free period, we tamped down the swirling rumors about our impending breakup by hanging out in the library. Afterward, I air-kissed Simon in the hall and insisted I needed to go to band. He looked uncertain, but didn’t try to stop me.
At the end of band practice, Trina stood at the door. She was out of range, so I ignored her, but by the time I finished packing my instrument, she was still there.
Trina and I used to be in band together, a zillion years ago, until she quit when it wasn’t mesh anymore. When hanging out with me wasn’t mesh anymore. We hadn’t mindtalked directly since I changed. As I walked into range, I tentatively linked into her mind. Her thoughts were jumbled, like she wasn’t sure what to say. I wasn’t sure what I wanted her to say either. Maybe Sorry for ditching you when you needed a friend most? It would be a start. It was tempting to force an apology, but it wouldn’t mean much if I had to make her say it.
Hey, Trina, I linked to her as coolly as I could.
Her thoughts crystallized as soon as she heard mine. Message, she thought. Give Kira the message. Her thoughts had that hollow, repetitive sound of jacked mind. I scanned the hall for Simon, but found Mr. Gerek instead, staring me down, just out of range.
An icy fear trickled through me. My eyes locked with Mr. Gerek’s as I linked a thought to her. What’s the message, Trina?
We can make your life better, better, or much worse, worse, Trina thought earnestly, like a parrot repeating a phrase it had memorized.
My mouth went dry. Mr. Gerek tipped his head and walked away.
Hey, Trina thought. You’re still here. Still in band, I mean.
It took me a moment to realize that she wasn’t under his control anymore.
I coughed to clear the dryness from my throat. Yeah, well, some things don’t change.
Some of us are going to the Fuse after school, she thought. Would you like to come?
Still tense from the encounter with Gerek, I almost laughed out loud. Being invited to hang out at the gameplex was probably the last thing I expected her to think.
I laughed mentally instead, which wasn’t easy with lots of people shifting by. I don’t exactly have much practice with mindware games. Like none.
She gave me a bright smile. It’s time we got you up to speed then. What’s the point of changing if you can’t waste your skills on mindless games?
She sounded like the old Trina. Only I wasn’t the old me, not even close. But this was what I had wanted all along, right? The way it used to be?
I arrived home late from school. The mindware games’ metallic aftertaste lingered on the back of my tongue. It had been a challenge to run the games while linking my thoughts to the crowded gameplex, but our synchronized Blue Devils team trounced the rival Stevenson High players. It was fun. Really great.
Except for the dread left behind by Gerek’s threat.
He’d obviously controlled Trina to deliver his not-so-subtle message. But did he jack her into inviting me to the Fuse too? She didn’t seem controlled, but maybe he only messed with her emotions. Was that what he meant by making my life better?
It gave me the chills.
Of course Gerek controlled people. He was a jacker. But did he make the threat because he thought I would blow the Clan’s cover? Or did he really want me to join the Clan that badly? Either way, like Simon, it was better to be on Gerek’s good side.
The next day, my gaming at the Fuse had finally killed my changeling status in the thought-rumor mill. I now routinely linked into everyone’s minds, passing for a reader without thinking. This caused a problem at the tail end of Tuesday, when I almost reached into Raf’s mind by accident. He was waiting for me at the school entrance. Simon had already left with Martin, to do something he vaguely explained as business.
Raf’s sudden appearance in Simon’s absence couldn’t be a coincidence.
I slowed my pace as I came into range. Part of me wanted to treat him like everyone else. Simon was right—it would be less suspicious if Raf thought I was a reader. But once I was inside his head, I didn’t know if I could keep from spilling my secrets. I’d had a hard enough time lying to him when he simply held my hand.
Then Gerek came out of the administration office, two doors down from the entrance. Whatever Raf was thinking caught his attention, and he swung his head toward us, narrowing his eyes. I stumbled to a stop, but it was too late—I was in range of Raf, and he was already frowning because he couldn’t read me.
I quickly jacked into Raf’s head.
Just want to talk, Kira, just want to talk. Why can’t I hear her yet? Raf’s thoughts burst into my head.
I put on a big smile, trying not to be obviously weird. Raf! There you are! Come on, let’s go! I breezed past him out the door, praying he would follow without having to jack him.
Hey, Kira, I just wanted to talk, he thought.
I know! I know! My sandals clattered on the stone steps as I hurried down.
You know?
When I reached the bottom, I glanced back. Gerek wasn’t following us, so I slowed and tried to step down my panic. The humidity had finally released its hold on Gurnee, but I was still breaking out in a cold sweat.
I pulled out of Raf’s head before I was tempted to tell him too much.
He matched my pace as I headed away from the school. “I can’t…”
“Still a changeling, I guess.” I gave a jerky laugh. The school had emptied out, so there was no danger of being seen talking out loud. And it was unreasonably good to hear his voice.
“Can I walk you home?” He whispered in that conspiratorial tone we used when I was a zero. I let him stay by me, not knowing what to say. Before, I would have shared anything with Raf. Now that my life was an intricate maze of lies, it seemed there was nothing I could share.
We walked in silence for a while.
“You seem to be doing well. With the change, I mean,” he said. “Well, except for now.” I smothered the part of me that cared that he noticed.
“Yeah, it’s good.”
“Maybe sometime, when you’re able to read, we could hang out. Just mindtalk for a while.”
Well, that wasn’t going to work. At all. “You said you were going to stay away from me.” A lump in my throat cut off anything else I might have said.
“Yeah.” He dropped his eyes to his oversized sneakers. I picked up my pace, to outrun the heartache that loomed ahead. “I’ve messed this whole thing up,” he said. “I don’t want to be that guy that was yelling at you in your room.”
Water pooled in my eyes and blurred the sun-burnt grass and the white concrete together. Raf was killing me with guilt by trying to take the blame for a mess that was completely mine.
When I didn’t say anything, he kept going. “I want to be a better friend than that. And you’re right. You can date whoever you want.” He was making an effort to keep the anger out of his voice, but I still heard it. Raf was trying to be the friend he thought I needed. He couldn’t have found a more lethal way to break my heart. The tears pooling in my eyes crested the dam.
“You are my friend, Raf.” I choked on the words. “You’re a great friend. The best. Ever.” I bit my lip, hard, because the secrets were welling up inside me, threatening to spill out like the tears. I’m a mutant jacker, Raf. Everything is a lie. I bit even harder, welcoming the sharp pain that held the words in. Gerek, I reminded myself. My secret was even more dangerous for Raf now. I stabbed the urge to tell Raf anything, hoping it would die quickly.
“Hey, are you…” He peered at me. “Why are you…?” I was walking so fast I was nearly running. I needed to get to my house before my resolve faltered. Raf kept pace by my side. Within a minute, we had reached my front door.
“Kira.” He stopped me before I could bolt to safety inside. “If you want to talk about anything…” I threw my arms around his broad shoulders and marked his soccer jersey with my tears. Then I dashed in the house and closed the door on him. Leaning against it, I slowly sank to the floor.
“Kira?” my mom called. She peered down the stairs, holding a long silver ladle and a soft cloth. Seeing me slumped against the door, she hurried down. I stared at the floor, unable to get up or muster a lie.
“Raf,” was all I said. She pulled me close with the hand that still clutched the ladle and let me spill my tears on her shoulder.






 

The next morning, I complained to Simon about Gerek’s threat.
We were in our daily hushed, early-morning meeting at my locker. I didn’t mention the fact that Gerek nearly caught me not jacking into Raf’s head.
“Gerek was only trying to convince you to join us,” Simon said, but he looked troubled.
“I said I’d keep the Clan’s secret,” I said. “Didn’t you tell him? Why is he harassing me?”
“He’s just worried,” he said. “It would be easier if you joined us, Kira. Then they wouldn’t be concerned about you blowing everyone’s cover.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not interested.” Although I was rethinking that now. If I joined the Clan, maybe they wouldn’t stalk after me and my friends. Or maybe I could convince them I wasn’t worth the trouble. “Besides, my skills aren’t rockin’ like yours. Why do they even want me?”
His eyes grew a little wider. “I told you. Molloy has a soft spot for the younger jackers.”
My occasional glimpses of Gerek made him seem less concerned about young jackers than making sure I didn’t get out of line.
For the rest of the week Gerek kept his distance and didn’t send me any more cryptic messages via friends from the past. Raf kept his distance as well, but I saw him everywhere.
He lingered in the hall or sat nearby at lunch—within sight, but out of thought range. It was reassuring, in a strange way, except for the permanent scowl etched in his forehead. I hoped his dark looks were only for Simon at my side.
The crew gathered at our usual Friday meeting spot on the bleachers, conspiring for the weekend. The next day was Simon’s 18th birthday, so Katie teased him, saying she’d turn him in for touching a minor. Simon declared all activities remotely considered kissing would cease.
I hoped he wasn’t serious. Sometimes it was hard to tell, with him being a consummate liar and me not far behind.
I scoured my brain for a gift for Simon. What do you get a boy who can mindjack to get anything he wants? Then I realized I was the one thing that Simon couldn’t have just by using his wily powers. He couldn’t force me to be with him or his Clan of fellow jackers. He couldn’t jack his way into my heart.
Maybe I could start acting like a real girlfriend.
When Simon asked me out before, it was only an excuse to meet with Gerek. But I could tell the hurt and anger when I brought up Raf was real. A genuine date might make the perfect gift. It was true that I didn’t date, and my dad probably would skin me alive if he found out. Then again, he would have a heart attack if he knew half of the things I’d done in the last three weeks. As I was devising a way to sneak out for a birthday date with Simon, Katie and the boys rose up from the bleachers.
Leaving so soon? I asked Katie.
Leave us. Simon’s voice boomed through their minds, and I flinched. What was the hurry? School hadn’t even let out. He draped his arm across my shoulder, careful not to touch my bare arm.
Leave, Katie echoed. Ok, we’re going, love birds.
I waited until they were out of range before whispering, “What was that all about?”
“Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry at all. “I couldn’t wait any longer to show you.” He pulled a rolled sheet of parchment out of his backpack. The official holo-stamp of the high school hovered above a bunch of writing testifying that he had received his diploma.
“Get out!” I said. “But your birthday isn’t until tomorrow.”
He bit his lip. “I’m impatient.”
I rolled my eyes. “How many people did you have to jack?”
“It was easy after I convinced Martin to hack into the school system and change all my classes to complete. He has his uses.”
“Wait.” The idea of completed classes sank in. “Aren’t you coming back on Monday?”
He stuffed the diploma into his pack, then captured me with that intense stare of his. “No.”
The word hung in the air. I wouldn’t see him in class or the hallways. No more jacking practice in the library or sneaking up to the bleachers to hang out and sometimes kiss. My stomach looped into a knot. “What are you going to do?”
“You know,” he said. “I’m working for the Clan full time now. I’m giving Molloy my vow tomorrow.”
“Vow?” I said. “Sounds more like a cult than a job.”
He scowled. “It’s my chance to get out of here.”
“But… you’re not leaving Gurnee, are you?” My voice hiked up. Would his work with the Clan take him out of town? Would I not see him again, even outside of school? I didn’t like the panic climbing up my throat.
He searched my eyes. “Come with me, Kira.”
I swallowed down the fear. “Come with you where?”
“Just come to the ceremony. Check it out. There’s a big Clan meeting tomorrow and I’m going to make my vow then.” He lightly brushed my hair back. “I want you to be there.”
My birthday present to Simon crystallized before me. Simon was jacking his way out of high school, and I could help celebrate his acceptance into his Clan of fellow mindjackers. And if I came to the ceremony, maybe pretended to consider joining, Gerek wouldn’t be so suspicious. The Clan might let me hang out until I graduated like Simon, and they’d leave my friends alone.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come see what this Clan of yours is all about.”
He pulled me close and pressed his lips to mine. “Thank you,” he whispered between kisses. “Thank you.”
“Okay, okay.” I laughed lightly, basking in the warmth of his lips.
I seriously hoped the kisses wouldn’t end tomorrow.






 

Mom had some demens idea about a Mom-and-Kira night.
The smell of popcorn wafted from a bowl on the couch while she flicked through the sim-cast choices on the screen. My breakdown over Raf on Tuesday had convinced her I needed a girl’s night intervention, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time. The Clan ceremony loomed barely an hour away, and my options for escape were disappearing.
“One of these is a romantic comedy,” she said. The scrolling sim-cast list halted for a moment, then continued on. “It has that actor you like, the cute one.”
“They’re all cute, Mom.”
She grinned, as if I was playing along. “Here it is.” She directed the mindware display to start the download. “Seventeen Days. Have you heard of it?”
“No, but I’m sure someone falls in love and lives happily ever after.” I crossed my arms and hovered at the edge of the living room, refusing to come in. “I don’t think a romantic comedy is good for my state of mind right now.” I hoped she would buy my pathetic gambit. It wasn’t too far from the truth, with my worries about Simon leaving school.
“Oh.” She stopped the sim-cast mid-download. “Well, we can watch whatever you like. Come take a look.” She gestured me over to the couch. I stood my ground and contemplated jacking her to watch while I went out. My insides squirmed at the idea, but I couldn’t sneak out, and I had no plausible excuses to leave. Her shoulders dropped and she flicked a glance at the time display on the screen.
I narrowed my eyes. “Are you expecting someone?”
“Well, um, Rafael called earlier.”
My mouth fell open. Mom wasn’t usually this underhanded.
“I only told him we were watching a sim-cast tonight.” She stared at the popcorn bowl, like she might find forgiveness there. “He said he might stop by,” she said quietly.
The blood rushed to my face. Through the haze, I realized that Mom had inadvertently given me a way out. “I can’t believe you invited Raf!” I shouted more forcefully than necessary. “I’m so out of here.” My shoes were lying near the stairs. I tugged them on with exaggerated passion and surreptitiously checked my pocket for my phone. I would scrit Simon once I was free of the house.
“Kira, wait!” She spilled popcorn in her haste to rise up from the couch, but I didn’t want to give her a chance to apologize.
“I’ll be back when you’re done having Raf over!” I pounded down the stairs and slammed the front door on my way out, hoping my display was sufficiently violent to keep her from coming after me. I knew she would worry and resolved to scrit her later. But she should have known better than to invite Raf.
I pulled out my phone to scrit Simon. My running shoes whispered down the street, and the late afternoon air seeped heat through my shorts and t-shirt. I didn’t have a chance to dress up for Simon’s big ceremony, but I was lucky to get out of the house at all. It would have to do.
Simon’s black hydro car was waiting when I arrived at the school parking lot. My fortuitous exit plan gave us a little extra time, which we spent making out in the car. His starched white shirt crinkled under my hands, leaving him rumpled for his big event. To be fair, it wasn’t entirely my fault. Simon’s kisses were more enthusiastic than normal.
“Where does your Mom think you’ll go?” he asked between nibbles on my ear.
“I don’t know. Probably figures I’ll walk it off and come home.” I remembered my earlier plan. “Maybe I’ll scrit her and say I’m going to a friend’s.”
“Good idea. Then she won’t call the police when you don’t show up an hour from now.”
I sent her a vague scrit about an unidentified friend, giving me room to conjure a good lie before I came home, and went back to kissing Simon until we had to leave.
Once Simon had programmed an autopath and we glided out of the parking lot, I belatedly asked, “Where’s the Clan meeting?”
He glanced sideways at me. “Molloy owns a warehouse in Glenview, and the Clan holds their big meetings there.”
I shifted in my seat, remembering a Glenview stop along the T-94 line on a rare trip south into the city. My dad had taken us to visit Navy Pier, one of the few museums left when the city depopulated under the range ordinances. The towering downtown skyscrapers filled with commuting workers during the day, but Dad insisted we take the train out before dark.
“Are we taking the Metra?” I checked the sun sinking in the sky, hoping Glenview wasn’t too close to the city.
“It’s only about forty minutes by car.”
It was easier and faster to take the train and an autocab rather than weave through endless suburban streets. Maybe Simon wanted to show off his sporty car to the Clan. Or maybe he didn’t want to leave a record of our trip.
“Does everyone drive?” I asked.
“I don’t really know. The Clan doesn’t usually all gather in the same spot, but this is a special occasion. I think most of the Clan will be there. Only Molloy has met all the members. It’s safer if we don’t all know each other.”
“Safer from what?” What could a band of mindjackers be afraid of? Sure, they didn’t want their cover blown. But was there more than that? “Are there other Clans?”
He paused for a moment. “Not in Chicago New Metro. Clan Molloy is the only one here.” I arched an eyebrow at him, but he ignored me.
We broke out of the forest of housing tracts and wove through a run-down industrial park that reminded me of the area where Simon found the only convenience store in North America without security cameras. Gray metal warehouses lined up like ammo cases and caught the red glow of the setting sun. Jagged shadows made the ramshackle buildings seem ready to collapse. Simon pulled up to a side door and parked between a scattering of cars.
“Are you ready?” he asked.
I eyed him. He was the one who should worry about being ready. I was only checking out the Clan and supporting him on his big day. But I nodded anyway.
“All right, once we’re inside, just stick by me and follow my lead.”
“Sounds simple enough.”
His soft gaze turned into a softer kiss, then he stepped out of the car and opened my door. I hadn’t expected him to be a gentleman, so I was already halfway out. He held my hand and shut the car door. The sound echoed off the metal canyon of warehouses.
He paused at the door of the warehouse and took one last look at me before pulling down the handle. About two dozen people milled around the cavernous warehouse. Pallets of goods lined the walls, and giant chains hung by a garage door on the far side. Clutching my hand a little harder, Simon steered us toward the loose crowd gathered in the middle. They orbited a tall, beefy man standing next to a gray metal table and chair. His long red hair flared out from his head, tamed only by a band in back, and he greeted each Clan member as they drifted his way.
Simon whispered, “That’s Molloy,” which I had already figured out. He appeared about thirty-five and stood like a man used to giving orders. Scanning the other jackers, I recognized a couple of faces. A dark-haired Hispanic woman lingered at the periphery of the crowd and looked very much like the reference desk librarian at the Gurnee Public Library. A gangly man with a hook nose stood next to her and appeared to be the ticket guy from the old Marcus Theatre that Raf and I liked to visit. There seemed to be more young jackers than old, with Molloy the oldest, but the Clan members were like anyone you would see at the grocery store or a soccer game.
All jackers hiding in plain sight.
Was this it for the New Metro area—a couple dozen jackers that occasionally met in a rickety warehouse? But Simon said the Clan was careful and didn’t let in just anyone. There had to be more, like me, who would rather simply pass for readers and have a normal life.
A thin, pasty man shadowed Molloy, his face impassive. He was plain in every way except for the steel gray eyes that were trained on me. I glared back at him and wondered what his problem was. His stare was like a force on my head, like he was trying to push on my mind, which didn’t make any sense. Simon had told me he couldn’t get into my head, and I was pretty sure it was simple bad manners to try to jack me as if I were a reader he could control. Pasty Man’s eyes widened slightly and the corner of his mouth turned up as the pressure got worse.
I pushed him hard, away from my head and all the way back to his.
I gasped when I sank deep into the gel of his mind. He was a visitor, not part of Molloy’s regular Clan, and he had special plans for me, if my head was as hard as they thought. Before I could think about what that meant, he pushed me back out. It had all taken less than a moment, but I realized a crucial thing in that tiny slice of time.
I could jack into another jacker’s head, but he couldn’t get into mine.
There’s something different about me.
Simon had missed the entire exchange, intent on working our way toward Molloy. Simon had let me think I couldn’t jack into his mind or even link in.
And I had never questioned it.
My stomach clenched hard. That Simon would lie was no shock, but this was different. Danger seemed to radiate from the crowd circulating around Molloy.
I tried to link into Simon’s mind and slipped in no problem. He better hold up his end of the bargain…. Simon shot me a look. What is she…? He pushed me out his mind and yanked me close to his side with our clasped hands.
“Don’t do that!” Then his head snapped to Molloy, who had locked his emerald-green eyes on us. He resembled an oversized, maniacal leprechaun, and the Clan members parted before his determined stride to meet us. Simon dropped my hand like it was on fire and stepped away as Molloy neared.
Molloy bared his teeth in a simulated smile and loomed over me. Seamus, with his wild red hair and imposing linebacker build, would have disappeared in the shadow of Molloy. He grasped my hand and held it with surprising gentleness, like a giant cradling a kitten. I didn’t dare link into his mind. My voice had fled, and my legs wished they could follow.
“Welcome, Kira. We are so glad you could come.” His teeth glinted in the blue plasma lights of the warehouse, and he stared at me too long. Pressure built on my mind, an echo of the mental force from his pasty minion. I slowly extricated my hand from his grasp.
Molloy arched an eyebrow as I took a small step back so that he wasn’t crushing me with his presence. The pressure on my mind ceased, and Molloy checked with his spook over his shoulder. His nod caused Molloy to break into a wide smile.
He showered his approval on Simon and grasped his hand. Molloy must have linked into Simon’s mind and exchanged words mentally, because Simon’s look of horror was replaced by a tentative grin.
Molloy took a step back, dropping Simon’s hand and raising both of his.
“Friends!” he said to the crowd. “We have a new member to welcome to our Clan!” He swept a hand out, encompassing Simon and me. “You all know Simon, Alec Gerek’s young recruit. He wishes to make his vow tonight.” There was a patter of applause and Simon flushed.
I clasped my hands together, trying to stop the quivering and summon my inner ninja.
Molloy was still talking to the crowd. “Simon brings us a new friend, today. Someone to welcome into our Clan as well.” He smiled a row of shark teeth. The eyes of the entire Clan turned to me. I was a minnow in a pool of sharks. Simon sent me reassuring looks, as though he hadn’t just betrayed and abandoned me.
It didn’t seem wise to tell them I planned to run as soon as I could. I took a deep breath so my voice wouldn’t quaver. “Um, yeah. I’m still thinking about that.”
Molloy’s predatory smile grew, but Simon’s grin evaporated with my words. A twitter went around the room. Pasty Man started toward us with silent footfalls.
“I see you and Andre have already met,” Molloy said, ignoring my words.
Andre arrived at his elbow, steely eyes still trained on me. A faint smile turned his plain face menacing. “Hello, Kira.” His voice was bland, his words gone almost before they were spoken. “I think we have much to talk about.”
Talking to Pasty Man was the last thing I planned to do. Top priority was finding a way out of the shark pit that the warehouse had become. I couldn’t possibly outrun them. And besides, I was somewhere in Glenview with only Simon for transportation home. Simon’s face had gone blank.
In one enormous stride, Molloy cut the distance between us and hovered over me again. I tried not to shrink away, although the gesture was no doubt useless. My eyes went wide as he ran his large, rough thumb over my forehead, the way Simon had ages ago when we first met. A chill ran from that touch to my clenched stomach.
“Your mind is indeed a wonder,” he said. “Even my friend Andre says so.”
I didn’t understand exactly what was happening, but one thing had become clear: Simon had not brought me here to watch his ceremony or learn about the Clan, but to sell me out to the Red Giant and Andre the Spook. They wanted something from me that had to do with my hard head. My impenetrable mind.
Which was apparently different from everyone else.
My breath hitched as I realized the depth of my trouble. Simon stood several feet behind Molloy. I was tempted to link into his head and tell him what I thought of his betrayal, but I had to focus on a way out.
Molloy seemed amused. “Kira, my dear, don’t be angry with Simon.” His massive hands clasped around mine. My pounding pulse beat a tempo in my wrists. “He only wants what we all want. For you to join us, your family. Your true family. Whether you realize it or not, Kira, you belong in Clan Molloy.”
I yanked my hands out of his grip. “You’re not my family.”
He shook his head. “I very much hope you change your mind about that. You don’t want your mother or father, or that delightful brother of yours, to be involved in this, do you?”
My lower lip started to tremble. How did he know so much about me? “Leave my family out of it!” The words jerked out of me in gasps.
He stepped back. “Well, now, that’s up to you.” Another Clan member slipped behind him, and they seemed to exchange thoughts. Molloy arched his eyebrows and announced to the crowd, “It appears we have an opportunity for young Simon to prove his loyalty today.” Simon’s impassive face cracked into a frown. “I’m sure he won’t mind,” Molloy continued, staring down Simon.
Molloy swept his hand to the back door as two figures walked in, one blond haired and head held high, the other with dark curls and head hanging as if examining the floor where every foot fell. His hands hung slack at his sides.
My body tensed. Maybe this was the distraction that I needed. I made ready to run and stole another glance at Simon. His face had drained of color. The blond Clan member seemed to be mentally steering the black-haired man to the chair in the center of the room. As he sat down, his arms fell limp down the sides of the chair. He raised his head and gazed unseeing at the table.
No! My heart seized up. Raf. His eyes were glazed, a puppet under the control of the Clan minion, but clearly Raf.
“It seems we have a spy amongst us.” Molloy laughed as though that was some kind of private joke. The Clan’s chuckles echoed around the warehouse, bouncing off the concrete floor and the metallic walls.
The urge to run drained out of my body. What was Raf doing here?And what were they going to do to him? As the laughter died away, Molloy turned to me. “It seems we aren’t the only ones who admire you, lovely Kira,” he said. “Yet we can’t have readers stumbling into our meetings. You understand, I’m sure.” He glanced at Simon and consulted silently with his spooky sidekick. Simon’s face had turned ashen and his jaw worked.
I linked into his head. This is not how I had… He threw me a sharp look.
Simon, what is happening? What’re they going to do to Raf?
Kira, I have to… I don’t have any choice…
Have to what? What?? He ignored me and jacked fast into Raf’s mind. Raf’s head slowly bent down until it rested on his chest. I jacked into Raf’s head, too, and found Simon’s presence had tunneled deep, going past the thoughts that were jacked by Molloy’s guard and into the part that controlled breathing. And heart rate.
No! I reached for the solid marble of Simon’s mind and pushed hard. Simon flew back out of Raf’s head. I kept pushing until Simon was back in his own mind.
And then I jacked hard into Simon’s mind, until he dropped like a stone to the warehouse floor. Back in Raf’s mind, I found the guard and flung him out as well, pounding him back into his own head until he collapsed like Simon into a heap.
A gasp went around the room, and I knew I couldn’t stop.
I slammed into Molloy and Pasty Man with all the force that I could. Stop! I commanded and they fell, collapsing onto a Clan member that had been hovering nearby. I closed my eyes, and one by one, I sought them out and cut them down, a chorus of cries and gasps rising and then falling as they hit the floor with sickening thuds. The last one was trapped under Molloy’s body, but he reached out to me with his mind. I slammed him back into his own head and commanded, Stop.
He was still.






 

I opened my eyes.
The warehouse looked like a battlefield littered with jackers as still as corpses. They lay motionless, one on top of another, with limbs bent at odd angles. My feet were riveted to the floor. The jackers weren’t dead, but I had erased their conscious thoughts, like words wiped from a scribepad. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t move again unless I told them to wake up.
Something banged against my knees, and the floor rushed at me. My hands flew in front of my face to keep it from smacking into the concrete. I stared at the floor, and air wheezed in and out of my lungs. The fallen bodies haunted the edge of my field of view.
Suddenly hands grabbed my shoulders and lifted me. Raf’s face swam into view. “Kira, are you okay?”
His thick black brows drew together. I reached up and touched them. Soft like feathers. They moved under my hand when he frowned deeper.
“I’m getting you out of here,” he said. He reached his arm around my back and hoisted me from the floor. My legs didn’t work right. I tried to walk, but my toes kept catching on the concrete floor.
Or maybe the bodies.
Raf hauled me across the endless cavern of the warehouse until we reached the door he had come through. He kicked it open, and we stepped out into the clammy night air. The ground disappeared as Raf hooked his arm under my legs and carried me across the street. He set me down by the passenger side of his car and opened the door. The car light spilled out onto the grass and jump-started my brain. I felt sick and bent over, sucking in gulps of night air to stop the queasiness.
“Oh god, Kira, are you okay?” Raf rubbed my back. The sickness climbed up in my throat, but I swallowed it down and straightened. A wave of dizziness swept me. I leaned against him and buried my face in his chest.
“We need to leave,” he said, taking hold of my shoulders and nudging me toward the passenger seat. “Just get in the car, and I’ll get us out of here.” I obeyed, sitting heavily and dragging my legs in after me. He hurried around to the driver’s side, throwing a glance back at the warehouse, as if he expected them to come barreling out at any moment.
He pulled up the mindware to start the car. I touched his shoulder to stop him.
“We need to go.” His voice was soft, like he was talking to a child waking from a nightmare.
“No. Wait. I have to wake them up.” It didn’t seem right to leave them passed out cold on the concrete floor.
“Wake them up?” He peered at the warehouse, draped in shadows. “What happened in there, Kira? I only remember being here in the car. You went in, but I don’t remember anything else until I woke up inside. Then everyone was falling down.”
Words came out of my mouth explaining how I jacked into people’s minds, how Molloy had ordered Raf killed, and how Simon was going to do it. And so, of course, I had to stop Simon. And Molloy. And the others. I watched his eyes go wide as saucers and then shrink with horror and finally settle into pure amazement. I walked him through every step, but it felt like a lecture I was giving to students in a tinny hall far away. Today, students, I will explain how I knocked out a battalion of mindjacking Clan members. There will be a quiz at the end.
Sickness rose up again. I had to stop talking to choke it back down.
Raf brushed my cheeks, and they seemed wet. I blinked to clear away the blurriness.
The amazement on Raf’s face had tempered to concern. “What do we do now?”
“We should call the police,” I said. “No, wait.” I tried to clear the fuzziness in my brain. “If I wake them up while the police are there, they’ll just jack the officers and escape. Or worse. There has to be some way to stop them. Maybe order them to cooperate with the police and turn themselves in?” I wasn’t even sure of that. Somehow I had managed to knock them out, but they weren’t expecting it. I caught them by surprise. If they were all awake… and angry…
“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to stay until the police arrive,” Raf said.
“We can’t let them go free,” I said. “They’ll hurt my family.”
Raf pulled his phone out of his pocket. “How about I call the police, and we’ll pull over behind those bushes.” He pointed to a row of hedges large enough to obscure his car and out of reading range of the warehouse. “Can you do your, um, jacking from there?”
“Yes. I think so.” An unreasonable smile broke across my face. Raf gave me a whisper of a smile and then became serious as he focused on his phone. I reached inside the building. The location of each mind was seared into me. They were all still safely unconscious. Raf switched on the car and used the manual joystick to quickly swing the car around and hide us behind the hedge.
The night was still as we waited.
The air was thick with things I needed to say to Raf, but the words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. I stared at the green twisting branches of the bush, snarled like all the lies I had told, and searched for the right thing to say. From the corner of my eye, I saw Raf staring at me. It all seemed so silly now, in retrospect. The one person I should have trusted all along was the one I had lied to the most.
“How did you find me?” I asked, stalling while I searched for a way to apologize. Raf gripped the car’s joystick. I wasn’t sure if he was anxious about the police or if he was angry about the insanity that had just occurred. He didn’t look at me.
“I followed you.” His voice was quiet, like he was embarrassed.
“From my house?” I asked, not quite putting it all together.
“No, from the school.” His whisper hung in the air. Heat crept up my neck as I remembered what Simon and I had been doing, for quite some time, in that school parking lot. Had my mom called Raf? Did he just stumble onto that scene? It didn’t matter. Simon’s betrayal just fueled the fire on my cheeks.
“I was worried about you, Kira,” Raf said, still defending himself.
“Raf.” I wanted him to look at me, but he kept staring at the bushes. “I was wrong. About a lot of things. I should have told you the truth.” My hands were white from clenching each other in my lap. “I was trying to protect you,” I mumbled.
His head snapped to me. “Protect me from them?”
“And from me.” The words came out a whisper.
He shook his head. “Kira, you wouldn’t hurt me. You saved my life tonight.”
“I already hurt you once.” My final secret came out before I could stop it.
“You mean, in chem lab?” Knowing I had cut down a warehouse full of jackers, he had to know that I had done the same thing to him. He took a deep breath and gazed through the bushes to the building where the bodies still lay. “I knew there was something going on with you, Kira, I just didn’t know what. And you wouldn’t talk to me. I wish you had let me help you, instead of turning to that guy, Simon.” The hurt in his eyes was clear, even in the dim parking lot lights, and it stabbed me.
“Me too,” I whispered. My face burned with embarrassment and anger—at Simon, at myself for lying, at the universe for giving me this cursed ability. I had messed things up pretty good and almost gotten my best friend killed.
Twice.
And I had lied to everyone I cared about in the process. There must be something worse than green sludge on cheese, because I had sunk to a new low. I stared at my hands and wondered if Raf could ever trust me again. Then his hand found mine. It was warm and soft, and my fingers automatically sought his and held tight.
“It’s going to be all right,” he said. But I already knew that from the safe feeling that pulsed from his hands into mine, from the easy forgiveness he gave me with his touch. Although I didn’t deserve his trust, I desperately needed it.
The right words had abandoned me again.
As I searched for something to say, a black car careened around the corner of the winding industrial row and screeched to a stop in front of the warehouse. It didn’t appear to be a police car, with no lights, siren, or markings. We heard the doors open and hard soled shoes clattering on the pavement. I linked into the two newcomer’s minds to see if they were Clan members coming to rescue their fallen crew.
One pushed me out of his head before I could register a name. The second was distracted, thinking about someone inside the warehouse. His name popped up. Agent Kestrel, FBI. My eyes went wide. Agent Kestrel pushed me out, hard, and kept pushing all the way back to my impenetrable mind. Except maybe it wasn’t. The force of him on my mind was stronger than anything I’d felt before.
“We have to leave!” I said. Raf jumped in his seat. “Now, now, now!”
I closed my eyes in concentration. If we stayed any longer, Agent Kestrel might jack into my head, and I was certain that would be a bad thing. I pressed my hands to my temples, as if I could ward Kestrel off that way. Raf threw the car into reverse and flung me forward into the dash. We hurtled backward across the empty parking lot. The pressure on my head lessened. I opened my eyes and braced myself against the dash right as Raf hit the brakes and flung me back into my seat. I struggled with the seat belt as he screeched out of the parking lot.
A squeal of tires sounded behind us. Even though we were tearing away from the warehouse, the pressure on my mind started to grow again.
“He’s following us…” I whispered.
“Who’s following us?” Raf said hoarsely. “What’s going on?”
“They’re FBI agents. Jacker agents.” The pressure grew stronger. I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “We have to get farther away, Raf. Go faster!”
“I am!” he said, but then he started to slow down and pull to the side of the road.
He had slumped against the dash.
“Raf!” I grabbed the joystick and tried to keep us from crashing into the trees lining the street, but it wasn’t responding. Agent Kestrel must have jacked into the car’s mindware as well as Raf’s mind. I reached into the mindware controls and wrestled with Kestrel. Somehow he managed to shut down the engine, and our car crawled to a full stop at the curb.
Raf slumped against the window, too groggy to move. I reached for Kestrel’s mind, but he was ready for me and he was too strong. I couldn’t even slow him down.
Tires crunched on the road behind us. Kestrel sprang out of his car and stalked toward ours. I shook Raf, trying to get him to move. Too late, I realized I had to run.
I wrenched the door handle up and stumbled out into the cool night air. The grass was slick under my hands as I caught myself. I got three steps before Agent Kestrel’s hand clamped around my arm. I wrestled with his mind and body in a flurry of hands and feet and thoughts. His bony hand held me fast against him, like a brick wall with an iron claw.
A sharp pain jabbed my arm, and a haze washed through me. My mind went numb, followed by my limbs, and the wet grass rushed to meet my face.
Run, Raf. But my thoughts were a jumble of words scattered on the lawn.
The darkness fell like trap slamming shut.






 

Metal support bars dug through the thin, cold mattress, prodding my back as I woke up.
I forced my parched throat to swallow and propped myself up. The room smelled of stale sweat. Grime caked the edges of the walls. Other than the cot and a cracked toilet without a seat tucked in the far corner, the pale gray room was bare.
My head was numb, like it had disconnected from my body. I rubbed the heels of my hands on my temples, but it didn’t drive away the fuzziness. An orange aftertaste stung the back of my tongue. I gingerly swung my shaky legs over the edge of the bed and pressed my bare feet to the cold concrete floor. Why don’t I have shoes?
Pictures flashed through my mind: Raf slumped over the wheel, a pinprick in my arm, my face in the cold grass. Raf! I jerked up from the bed and the room spun. Catching myself on the corner of the mattress, I stumbled toward the metallic door.
There was no handle, only a small window I could barely see through, even standing on my tiptoes. The upper half of a concrete hallway was all I could see. I pounded on the door.
“Hey! Let me out!” I fought through the orange haze in my mind. Raf might be in another holding room nearby. I strained my eyes to peer down the featureless corridor. A tall man in a gray uniform lurched into view and strode toward me.
I backed away from the door before the guard pushed it open. He stood with one hand on the knob and the other on a short black stick attached to his belt.
“Don’t get testy, princess,” he said. “You’ll be leaving soon enough.”
I reflexively backed away from him. His dark hair was greasy and slicked to the side, contrasting with his neatly pressed uniform. Something in his sharp blue eyes made it seem like he had seen horrible things and liked it. His lips pulled back in the kind of smile a crocodile gives right before it eats you for lunch.
The backs of my knees hit the bed and I nearly tumbled onto it. I straightened and took a deep breath. It didn’t matter if Reptile Man was big and frightening and kind of smelly, if I jacked him… I reached toward his mind, but my brain was too fuzzed. I could barely form a coherent thought, much less control his brain from across the room.
He snorted. “Not so tough when you’re on the juice, now are you?” Then he leered at me and a shiver convulsed me so hard I almost fell on the bare mattress again.
Abruptly, he swung his head to peer down the hallway. When his eyes returned to me, they had lost their gleam. “Time’s up, princess. Come on.” He stepped back, but I wasn’t so interested in leaving my room anymore.
“Where are we going?” He didn’t answer my question, and his ugly smile returned, like he wanted an excuse to come in the room after me. My legs twitched as I slipped out the door, keeping as much distance as possible between me and Reptile Man.
The long gray hallway was lined with doors identical to mine, perhaps twenty of them before a double door at the end. The small high windows kept me from seeing in. My feet pricked with cold from the concrete floor, and the bracing air of the prison soaked into my thin shorts and t-shirt. I hugged myself to keep the shivering to a minimum. The guard stopped just before the end double doors to open a side cell.
The room was the same size as mine. A battered metal table stood in the center with spindly chairs on either side, facing each other in a silent duel. The guard closed the door with a click that sounded like I would be staying put. My throat was still painfully dry, and a plastic cup of water called to me from the table. I picked it up and sniffed. They had already drugged me with whatever they wanted, so I gulped down the entire cup. The vinyl-cushioned chair clung to my legs when I sat down.
I sank my face into my hands. What had happened to Raf?
They must have taken him into custody as well. My brain was so fuzzed that I had to fight to remember what happened. The FBI had found the warehouse with the unconscious Clan members and captured Raf and me. Were we under arrest? It seemed so.
But we didn’t do anything wrong.
A bubble of anger boiled through the fog in my mind. Why was I being held prisoner, when Simon and his band of jackers were the real criminals?
I jerked when the door of the room swung open. Only my legs sticking to the red plastic cushion kept me from falling off the chair. I steadied myself by clutching the table. The agent who captured us—Kestrel—closed the door behind him. He sat carefully in the seat across from me.
He had seemed like a wall of iron grip and mental force when he wrestled me into custody on the streets of Glenview, but now he was only a man. His piercing blue eyes returned my stare. He appeared about twenty-five, or maybe a little older. His dark hair was cut short, and his cheeks were so hollowed they almost looked scarred. I desperately wished the orange haze would clear from my mind so I could jack into Kestrel’s. For now, I would have to get my answers the old-fashioned way.
“What have you done with Raf?” I asked.
Agent Kestrel drew his thin lips into a line and leaned back in his chair. “Your friend is fine. He’s back home, thinking he shouldn’t have drunk so much last night.”
What is Kestrel talking about? “Did you drug him too?”
“No. We wiped his true memories, and replaced them with a sim of him drowning his sorrows. When he wakes, the last true thing Mr. Lobos Santos will remember is watching you and Mr. Zagan in the parking lot.”
I gaped. He had wiped Raf’s memory? I supposed it was possible—I had swept clean the conscious thoughts of the minds in the warehouse. If I had reached farther into their minds, I probably could have brushed away their true memories as well. And if Kestrel had erased Raf’s memory of last night, everything—my explanation, Raf’s forgiveness—was gone. All Raf would remember was Simon and me making out in the parking lot. My hands clenched my knees.
Kestrel’s face had gone icy cold. “It makes it easier to explain why you and Mr. Zagan both disappeared on the same night.”
“What do you mean, disappeared?”
Kestrel narrowed his eyes. “Surely you don’t think you’re going home now, Kira.”
“You can’t… you can’t just…” I swallowed. “You can’t just hold me here forever.”
“Here?” His eyebrows arched. “No, not here.” His eyes drifted to the empty cup sitting on the table between us. “Are you thirsty? The juice can quickly dehydrate you. Can I get you some more water?”
I blinked at his conversational tone, as though we were two friends having a nice cup of tea. “Uh, okay,” I said slowly. His smile thinned his lips until they almost disappeared. He snatched the cup, and the door opened for him. A guard exchanged the old cup for a new one filled with water. Kestrel returned to the table and carefully set down the cup.
“How did you find us last night?” I asked. “The Clan, I mean. Was it because we called the police?”
“No. We’ve been monitoring the Clan for some time, but they seldom gather all together. They usually launder money for the New Metro mob. This time they had some new corporate espionage scheme in the works. Our agent inside told us they had brought in someone from an international spy ring, to see if their newest recruit was the asset they needed.” He paused. “It was our chance to catch everyone together.”
I knew the Clan was up to no good, but espionage? I shook my head, trying to clear the fuzz. “Wait. You had an agent in the Clan?”
“Yes.” His cold eyes measured me for a moment. “Mrs. Gomez. She’s the—”
“Librarian.” It jarred my orange-misted brain: the librarian wasn’t simply a jacker. She was an undercover FBI jacker, infiltrating the local jacker mafia. She always seemed so nice, when I needed help at the reference desk.
Kestrel waited for me to piece it together. “So I was supposed to be the new recruit?” I asked. “The asset?”
Kestrel leaned forward and laced his fingers. “Yes. We moved in when we lost contact with our agent. When you linked into my head,” he grimaced, “I thought you were just one of the Clan. It wasn’t until after I got inside the warehouse that I realized what you were—and what had happened.”
What I was. I gulped. What was I? A mutant jacker, with an extraordinarily hard head. That much I knew. But I didn’t know if Agent Kestrel knew.
“What am I?”
“Well, that is the question, isn’t it?” He looked me over. “I’ve never seen a jacker lay low an entire Clan at once. Whatever you are, Kira, you are unique.”
My pulse started to beat on my temples. Being unique probably didn’t come with a blue-ribbon prize. “What about the Clan?” I asked, stalling while I figured this out. “Did you arrest them?”
“They’re all in custody now.” His voice was flat, and I imagined Simon juiced up in a smelly holding cell somewhere. I found it hard to muster much sympathy for him. He knew what he was getting into, but he had no right to suck me into it and get Raf caught in the crossfire. The Justice Department could deal with Simon and his law-breaking friends.
Except I stumbled over the idea of Simon standing trial. “Wait, how can you try them?” I asked. “It seems unlikely you could get a jury to convict.”
Kestrel’s face hardened. “There won’t be any trials. We have a special camp for jackers, Kira. You don’t want to go there.”
My jaw dropped. Camp? Images of barbed wire and my Great Grandpa Reilly in the early reader camps flashed through my mind. I shuddered.
Kestrel’s eyes bored into mine. “Kira, the only reason you’re not under sedation now and on your way to jacker camp is because of what you can do and who your father is.”
“My father?” My voice squeaked. “My father works for the Navy…” I stopped because it was getting hard to breathe. My father worked for Naval Intelligence. The Clan had jackers, the FBI had jackers—surely the Navy had jackers too. My father is a jacker.
Kestrel watched calmly as my mouth flopped open. My father was a jacker, and he had never said a word. All this time, he knew. He knew. Why didn’t he warn me?
“Officer Patrick Moore is a very important asset for the government.” Kestrel lowered his voice. “One we would rather not lose to the camp.”
“What are you saying?” Panic crept into my chest. Would Kestrel send my dad to that camp for jackers if I didn’t do what he wanted? And what about me?
“I’m saying that you and your father can both help the government, Kira. It’s a big job, protecting normal citizens.” He arched an eyebrow. “I’m sure you understand how dangerous a jacker can be. We can’t have them running loose in society.”
The sharp edge of his voice scraped against my already panicked nerves. My legs twitched in agitation. I jumped to my feet, startling Kestrel. He jerked back from the table and then deliberately folded his hands in his lap.
I paced the room, my twitchy legs carrying me from the door to the opposite wall, only a half dozen paces. Blood pounded through my head, and it seemed to flush out some of the haze. If only I could think clearly for a minute.
“Kira, sit down.” Kestrel’s voice was harsh, like he could command me to sit. I kept pacing. He wanted something from me. He said I was unique. He had never seen someone take out an entire Clan before…
“Kira. Sit down.” This time his tone was softer. I stopped, frozen halfway across the room at the gentle sound of his voice. Just like Simon, he wanted to talk me into something—something he couldn’t force me to do, because he couldn’t jack me. The Clan wanted me for my hard head, to do some kind of special spy mission. What did the FBI want me for?
The same thing as Kestrel. Catch other jackers.
I tried not to let my eyes go wide. Kestrel gestured encouragingly to the rickety chair. “It’s going to be all right, Kira. Let’s just talk about it. Sit down.”
I slowly sank into the seat.
“Do you want some more water?” he asked. The cup was still full. I shook my head. “It’s not as bad as you think. The FBI is giving you a chance to avoid the camp and work for us.”
The FBI should only send dangerous criminals to that jacker camp, like Molloy and his Clan. I wasn’t a criminal, and neither was my dad. But Kestrel seemed all too happy to send me there—and possibly my dad as well—if I didn’t work for him, catching other jackers and sending them to the camp. I gripped my knees to keep my hands from shaking.
Kestrel leaned forward, his face severe again. “Not everyone gets a choice, Kira.”
There had to be some way out of this. I didn’t want to go to jacker camp, but I didn’t want any part of sending other jackers there either. Maybe I could pretend to go along with what he wanted. At least until I figured a way out. I nodded to keep him talking.
His shoulders relaxed. “Good. You’re making the right choice, Kira.”
He started explaining about the FBI’s jacker recruitment program, but I wasn’t listening any more. I pretended to weigh his words. The pacing had cleared my head a little, but my thoughts were still fuzzed. Maybe this was what obscura felt like, for readers that wanted to dull their thoughts and everyone else’s. Everything in my mind was less distinct, as if parts of my brain had gone numb. As I fought through the haze, I found my brain felt soft…
“Once you go through the training, everything will return to normal,” Kestrel was saying. “You’ll have a regular life, like your father…”
The Jell-O inside my head was exactly like the squishy material of other people’s minds!
I carefully kept my face flat and nodded some more as Kestrel rambled on. The orange mist was infused into the thinking parts of my brain in the front. I could feel it, taste it. Orange and spice, like tea, but it felt like anesthetic.
I told my body to increase the blood flow to that part of my brain. My heart started to race, pumping blood furiously to my head. My face radiated heat as blood coursed through it. I focused momentarily on Kestrel to see if he noticed.
He prattled on. “No one will know you’re a jacker. And you’ll be helping to put dangerous jackers where they belong, where they won’t be able to hurt anyone else…”
The orange mist was clearing, carried away in my bloodstream to some place in my body where it wouldn’t affect my ability to jack. My mental strength was coming back. If I could fight off the juice, maybe I could escape. Catch Kestrel off-guard and jack him hard. I would only have one chance. If he saw it coming, he would be too strong for me. I picked up the glass of water and drained it.
“Do you…” He faltered as I smiled at him. “Do you have any questions?”
“Can I get another glass of water?” I kept my face blank, although the heat from it seemed to scorch the air. Kestrel didn’t notice.
“Sure.”
Whisking the cup off the table, he paused at the door, clearly linking a thought to someone outside. In a moment, it opened for another cup exchange. He returned to the table. “So, what do you think?” He gave me another invisible-lipped smile.
I took a deep breath and jacked into his head with everything I had. The jack felt weak, even as I strained forward and plunged deep into Kestrel’s mind. Stop, I thought, but it had the strength of a suggestion, not a command.
Kestrel’s eyes went wide and he tumbled backward, knocking the chair over and tripping as he scrambled to put distance between us. Stop! Stop! I jumped to my feet and crawled over the table. If I got closer to him the intensity would increase. I leaped off the table, trying to grab him, but he batted my hands away. I managed to latch onto his arm and pull him close. It didn’t matter. I was too weak to knock him out.
The door burst open. A large guard quickly pinned me to the floor, and another followed right behind him. There were too many of them, all trapping me within my own skull again. The second guard already had a needle in my arm.
Kestrel’s stark face loomed over me. “You shouldn’t have done that, Kira.” His voice faded as the orange mist pumped into my brain and clouded my vision.
His cold blue eyes were the last things I saw before oblivion.






 

I swam up out of unconsciousness to the feel of someone’s hands roughly patting me down.
My mind was fuzzed from the orange-mist drug Kestrel’s thugs had injected into me, and my eyelids were a heavy curtain I couldn’t command open. The warm, rough floor shook underneath me, and sounds of crunching tires and creaking metal bounced along with it.
I wondered where on earth I was, but top priority was stopping the praver who was pawing me as if he expected to find weapons hidden in my thin t-shirt and shorts. I beat at his probing hands, but the juice had made my arms quivery and useless. I jacked into his mind, but he immediately threw me out.
Taking a deep breath, I reached inside my own mind to speed up my heart and clear away the mist. I tolerated about ten more seconds of the groping. As soon as the fuzz cleared enough, I jacked deep into his mind and ordered him to stop. His hands left me, and I heard him hit the metal floor.
I forced my eyes open and grimaced against the harsh light that streamed in through the truck’s high windows. My molester lay like a broken puppet on the dusty floor. He couldn’t have been more than thirteen. My stomach curled into a knot. As I contemplated waking him, I heard a sniffle. A girl sat huddled on a metal bench that ran along the wall of the truck. Her face was buried in her arms as they hugged the tops of her knees.
“Are you okay?” My voice rasped with dryness. She didn’t answer. The truck swayed underneath me, and I gripped the metal bench to haul myself to my feet. I stood on my tiptoes to peek out the windows. Nothing but blue sky.
Holding the wall to keep steady, I shuffled to the front where a door looked like it might lead to the driver’s compartment. The knob twisted easily in my hand, and I flung it open, only to find two empty seats. The truck ambled down a hard-packed dirt road, apparently on an autopath, but there was no mindware interface, no entry point where I could jack in and change the preprogrammed course. Ahead, a huge encampment rose out of the desert, covered with sand-colored camouflage netting and surrounded by metal fences fifteen feet high. Barbed razor wire spiraled along the top. It looked like a prison.
Which, of course, it was.
A tremor ran through my hands as the pieces clicked into place, and I gripped the back of the vacant driver seat to steady them. Kestrel had sent me to the jacker camp, along with these two jacker kids. I licked my cracked lips, parched from the drugs and the desert. He had sent me to prison simply for being who I was.
Anger clawed my stomach like an angry beast.
As we approached the camp gate, it swung open with determined mechanical speed. Sunlight pushed through the netting and mottled the ground under the canopy. Another metallic gridded gate and a second fence waited a hundred feet inside the camp. We rumbled past the first fence, and I strained to see beyond the second one.
Whatever was on the other side, I was sure I wasn’t prepared for it.
The truck lurched to a stop, and the girl whimpered. Her dirty face was streaked with tears. She couldn’t be any older than the boy. Straggles of brown hair fell across her wide blue eyes, and dirt marred the pink skirt draped over her knees. Her bright white ankle socks were untouched by the desert. If I wasn’t prepared, she didn’t have a prayer. I found handholds along the truck and crouched down next to her.
“What’s your name?”
She leaned away from me. “Laney.”
“Okay, Laney. You and I are going to stick together.” I tried to smile without cracking my dried lips. She nodded and glanced at the still form of the boy.
“Should we wake him?” I asked, following her gaze.
She shook her head in short, rapid movements. A whining sound came from below the truck, and the view out the front spun until the first gate appeared again. The truck jerked and I almost tumbled over, catching myself on the wall behind Laney’s head. We were backing toward the second gate now, and whatever waited for us would soon be here. I searched the dusty floor for a weapon. The truck was bare.
I tentatively reached through the gate with my mind. Hundreds of people milled around inside the fences. I pulled back from the thrumming of all those thoughts and heard the metallic grinding of the second gate opening. The truck lurched to a stop, and I nearly lost my footing again. The gate rattled shut behind us. An audible murmur rose in the distance.
I gave Laney a quick nod and edged toward the back door, hoping to get the jump on whatever lay beyond it. There was scuffling outside the truck, and something heavy slammed against the door. The entire truck shuddered with the impact.
I backed away, keeping between Laney and the door and hoping I could stop whatever would come through. As I stretched my mind forward, the gray door screeched open and there stood Simon.
My mouth fell open, and he threw his head back, as if I hit him. “You!” The word wheezed out of him. “What the…” His eyes went wide, as though finding me in the truck was the worst possible twist on a very bad day.
Behind him a full-on melee raged in the camp. Desert-brown buildings hemmed a large open area jammed with people. They encircled a dozen fighters in the middle, a scrum of fists flying and bodies dropping. I saw a flash of red hair.
Simon cursed under his breath, pulling my attention back to him. He seemed to resolve some debate in his mind. I was afraid to link in and find out what it was.
“Come on, let’s go!” He spat the words and held the door wide for us. But there was no way I was trusting Simon Zagan, arch-betrayer of girlfriends and unsuspecting jackers.
I stood straighter and clenched my fists at my side. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”
His jaw dropped, but it quickly set into a hard grinding of muscles. “I don’t have time to argue. If you want to live, come with me. Now!”
I glanced again at the melee behind him. The ring of onlookers, some as young as Laney, cheered on the fighters, who seemed older and bigger. The brawl was getting uglier, with fighters falling down and not getting up. I didn’t want Laney or myself mixed up in any of that.
My options seemed bad and worse, and bad would have to do.
“Fine. But she’s coming with me.” I took hold of Laney’s hand and pulled her up on shaky legs.
“Okay, okay, let’s go.” Simon checked over his shoulder.
As Laney and I scooted past the slumped figure of the boy, I asked, “What about him?”
“He’s on his own.” Another boy lay motionless in the dirt below the door. My mouth flopped open to ask, then I shut it. Simon hoisted Laney out of the truck and over the body. I ignored Simon’s hand and hopped over the inert boy myself. Simon shut the truck door behind us, glanced over his shoulder again, and hurried us away from the center square.
The hardscrabble dirt reflected the dots of sun that made it through the canopy. I gripped Laney’s hand as Simon weaved us between dizzying arrays of identical sand-weathered barracks. They stood in clustered rows like parked train cars, with large open areas in between. We ran to keep up with him, and he alternated between sprinting and darting looks around corners.
Simon held his arm out to stop us, and I almost crashed into it. Up ahead, between barracks, three girls huddled around a fourth, who was on her knees in the dirt. As we watched, she slumped to the ground. A chill went through me as Simon backed us up, watching the ring of tormenters to see if they noticed us. They were too busy checking the pockets of the fallen girl.
Simon tugged us around another barrack, out of their sight. He dashed across a short alleyway-sized gap and turned down a different row of buildings, each with four doors. At the last building, he pulled open the furthest door. Inside was a space about the size of my living room back home. The air was cooler, but stale. Six cots wrapped tightly with gray blankets lined the bare walls.
He closed the door and pressed against it, listening or maybe reaching for something. Laney dropped my hand and climbed on a bed in the furthest corner. She drew up her knees and clenched them again. Simon exhaled, apparently content that we hadn’t been followed.
I linked into his mind. He whipped his head around and shoved me back out. “Don’t do that here.” His voice was rough and low. “Not if you want to make it through the day.”
I took a step back. Maybe I had made a terrible mistake, letting him secret Laney and me away.
He rubbed his face with both hands. “What are you doing here, Kira?” he demanded.
“I didn’t want to come here!” I shot back.
“It’s your fault we’re all here!”
My jaw dropped. “How is it my fault?”
“Don’t tell me you’re not a mole for the FBI!” He clenched his hands. “Someone had to rat us out, and you and Gomez are the only ones who didn’t come with us to the camp. So, did the Feds give up on you? Couldn’t break into that hard head of yours?” He took several swift steps and made to tap on my forehead. I cringed away from his touch.
“I…” I swallowed and straightened. “I didn’t know anything about the FBI or this place. I didn’t know anything at all until you came along and tried to trick me into joining your stupid Clan!”
Simon rocked back on his heels. “There are a lot of people here who think you betrayed them.”
“I betrayed them?”
“Yes! And they’re going to want your head for it.” His voice was urgent, as though he was trying to shock some sense into me. “Look, just stay hidden here until I can figure this thing out.”
He ran his fingers through his dark hair, which had been lightened with ground-in dust. A smudge ran along his cheek, and his clothes were the same that he wore at the warehouse—except the white starched shirt was mostly wrinkles. A fine layer of grit had colored it the same dull brown as the apartment walls.
“I have to go help out with something. Stay here and don’t make any noise, and whatever you do, don’t jack anyone until I get back.” He started to turn away and then stopped. “Unless you have to.” He quickly crossed the room, but hesitated again at the door and glanced at Laney. “If I don’t come back, stay hidden as long as you can.” He slipped out the door and closed it solidly behind him.
I stared at the door for a long time. Laney’s head was still hidden in her arms as she clutched her folded legs. I sat next to her and linked, very gently, into her mind. Her mind-scent was sweet, like raspberries.
I guess we’re going to be here a while.
My name is Kira.
She peeked up and wordlessly showed me a stream of pictures: her fighting with her family about homework; them collapsing on the floor around her; her frantic call to 911 only to have the FBI show up; the FBI saying her family would wake up believing she had run away.
The memories made tears flow down Laney’s face again. I wrapped an arm around her, but it didn’t quell the shaking. I borrowed blankets from two other cots and wrapped them around us. Her body quieted as our collective heat fought off the chill of the room and our dire situation.
I hoped like crazy that no one would find us before Simon returned.






 

Laney fell asleep on my shoulder.
I wriggled out of our cocoon and eased her down to the thin cot, smoothing the stray hairs back from her face so they wouldn’t tickle and wake her. The peace of sleep made her seem even younger.
That Kestrel would send someone so young to this lawless camp in the desert made me clench my teeth. Not that I belonged here either. I was trying to figure out our options when Simon burst into the barrack. He gulped in ragged breaths and darted looks all around the room, as though he expected an ambush. If he’d brought back an angry mob with him, the flimsy door he was leaning against wouldn’t hold them off.
I put a finger to my lips and slid off the cot, careful not to disturb Laney. If he wouldn’t let me link into his head to mindtalk, at least we could discuss things quietly and not wake her up.
And we definitely needed to talk.
He looked considerably worse than when he left, with dirt ground into his face and a dull smear of blood at the corner of his mouth. I reached up to touch his face.
He smacked my hand away.
I pulled back my stinging hand. “Are you hurt?”
He narrowed his eyes. “I’m fine.” A purplish bruise was blooming on the side of his face. He must have gone back to the entrance and joined the melee.
I swallowed, my throat still raw from thirst. “What was the fight about?”
“The fight’s over. Clan Molloy is now in control of Block C, which means Molloy and the rest of the Clan will be here soon.” He hesitated. “I might be able to hide you, Kira, because they can’t jack into your head. They won’t sense you from the other barracks. But her,” he said and flicked a glance to Laney, “they’ll notice right away. She’s still a changeling.”
 “Well you can’t just turn her over to Molloy!”
Simon grimaced. “She’s safer with Molloy than she is with you,” he said. “And Molloy will be a much better Block chief than that monster Lenny.” I guessed Lenny was on the losing end of the fight, but that didn’t make Molloy worth trusting.
Reading my skeptical look, Simon sighed. “Molloy’s not the bad guy here, Kira. There are a lot worse people out there, and some of them are living in the next Block over.” He gestured to the prefab buildings beyond the walls. “You could have been part of the Clan, you know. Everything would have worked out fine if you hadn’t lost it at the warehouse.”
I gaped. “You were going to kill Raf!”
Anger burst to life on his face. “He was spying on us! I didn’t have any choice! Molloy would have done it, if I hadn’t.”
“What was I supposed to do?” My voice had risen. “Just let you kill him?”
We glared at each other, faces drawn tight and close. A bright red bead of blood formed at the corner of his mouth and trickled down. He wiped it with the back of his hand and turned away, shoulders slumped. With his back to me, voice flat, he said, “Things don’t always turn out the way you’d like them to.”
I stared hard at the back of his head, tempted to jack in and make him sorry for what he had done. Sorry for trying to kill Raf, sorry for luring me into the Clan, sorry for pretending to care about me all that time, only to trick me into working for Molloy. I wanted to make him regret all he had done, but somehow seeing him trapped in a desert camp, fighting to survive—I didn’t have the heart.
After all, he was right. We would all be better off if the FBI hadn’t caught up with the Clan. There had to be some way out of this nightmare. I didn’t trust Simon, but he had already helped us. And I had more than myself to think about.
“If you bring Laney to Molloy, do you promise he’ll keep her safe?” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice.
He hesitated before he turned to me. Weariness dragged his face down. “He will, I promise. His younger brother disappeared a long time ago, when they were trying to escape the Feds. I told you, he has a soft spot for the young ones, and he hates the way no one looks out for them here. He sent me to check the newcomer truck, even though we were taking a thrashing from Lenny’s clan, just to make sure we got to any changelings before the others did.”
I shifted from one foot to the other. “Okay.”
Simon gave me a short nod. His eyes rested on my lips, still chapped from the desert and the drugs. “Look, we should give Molloy some time to get settled.” His face twisted in disgust. “There might be some stragglers from Lenny’s clan that he needs to decide about.”
“Decide what?”
“Well, there’s nowhere for a defeated Clan to go. They either get broken up and absorbed into other Clans, or…”
“Or?”
“I don’t want to know what happens to them, okay!” The fear on Simon’s face sent a chill through me. “Whatever it is, she doesn’t need to see it.” He glanced at Laney. “It’s better if we let the dust settle. In the meantime, I’ll get you some water and food. Water shouldn’t be a problem, but there’s not much food. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll be back soon.”
I didn’t want him to leave. It felt like a pack of wild dogs was roaming outside in the brilliant desert heat, and he was the only one that knew how to control them. On his way out the door, he gave me a grim smile and repeated, “I’ll be right back.”
While he was out, Laney tossed and turned in the rough blankets wrapped around her, letting out occasional soft whimpers. The same scene she had played before, where she accidentally knocked out her entire family, repeated over and over in her mind. I slowly nudged her to a new dream, one where no one was hurt. Her tremors stopped, and she slipped into a deeper, dreamless sleep. The quiet sound of her breathing had me straining to hear beyond the barrack walls, in case anyone might be coming for us. But I didn’t reach out with my mind.
A few minutes later, a scuffle of feet outside kicked up my heart rate until Simon pulled open the door and let in a blast of dust and sunshine. He brought bottles of water and dust-coated protein bars. My throat still rasped like sandpaper. He had to stop me from guzzling an entire bottle at once.
“So are you going to tell me how you ended up here?” he asked, when I paused for a breath. I took another swig of water and licked my lips, not sure what to tell him. At this point, there didn’t seem to be any sense in lying.
“The FBI caught up to me.” At the last second, I left Raf out of it. “They wanted to recruit me.” I cocked my head. “Just like you did.”
Simon didn’t seem to take offense at my accusation. “So why didn’t you join them? Why come here?”
“I didn’t plan on doing either. My plan was to escape.”
He snorted. “I guess that didn’t work out for you.” His half-grin was more rueful than cruel, but I still didn’t appreciate it.
“I almost did,” I said. “If I’d had a few more minutes, I could have gotten rid of the last of that orange mist drug, or whatever it was, and taken out Agent Kestrel and his jacker guards.”
Simon’s face went dead still. “You did what?” He stepped closer to me. I held my ground and shifted so I was between him and Laney, where she lay sleeping on the cot. The look in his eyes made me stammer.
“I… I could have taken him out, but the drug…”
“You said you got rid of the drug.” It was a statement, and his eyes bored into mine, daring me to deny it.
“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Yes, I did.”
“How?” He leaned toward me, as though our lives hung on the answer to his question.
“I told my brain to pump it out.” It sounded a lot more lame than the reality of manipulating my own mind. He took a step back and his eyes widened, as if he had discovered I had a third arm or maybe an alien brain. Too late, I realized I should have kept that to myself.
He quickly regained his composure. “Can you do it again?”
“I did it on the way here. In the truck.”
A smile flashed across his face. He closed the space between us, like he was about to hug me. Instead, he took hold of my shoulders. I shrank back from his touch and the fervent look in his eyes. “Kira, if you tell Molloy about this ability of yours, he’ll let you stay in the Clan, I’m sure of it.”
I didn’t really want to be in Clan Molloy, but the rest of the camp wasn’t exactly attractive. And Molloy was the devil I knew, so sticking with him seemed smarter than taking my chances with the unknown pravers menacing the camp. Besides, I didn’t really trust any of them, and staying in the Clan meant I could keep an eye on Laney. Just in case.
Laney started to stir, her tranquil look lingering as she propped herself up and licked her dry lips. I twisted out of Simon’s grasp and brought her one of the water bottles. She greedily slurped it down. She hadn’t entirely awoken to our nightmarish situation in the camp, and a surreal look of happiness crossed her face as the water hit its mark.
I met Simon’s expectant look. “Fine. Take us to Molloy.”






 

Simon led Laney and me back out into the blistering sun.
Our barrack was at the tail end of a row of eight identical buildings. Simon took us toward the front and around a corner, where a hundred-foot space opened between our cluster of barracks and the next group of military-style structures. The gap between blocks had been empty before, but now that the fighting was done, several groups of jackers lounged outside the weathered doors of their barracks.
A knot of four boys my age swung their heads in our direction. Their clothes were frayed and torn, some holes patched and others left gaping. They looked like they’d been wearing the same thing for months. Each had a strip of black cloth tied around their arm.
Their minds pressed on mine. Simon said not to jack in here, but these pravers seemed to have no compunction. Laney’s hand trembled in mine.
“Can they jack from there?” I asked Simon.
“Most can’t bridge the gap between blocks to do more than link in. That’s why they’re set so far apart.” The boys stared like wolves sizing up which sheep to eat first. Simon must have linked some thought to them, because they switched focus to him, and the light pressure on my mind evaporated. They gave Laney and me another lingering look filled with nasty promise, then the apparent leader shoved his hands in his pockets, and they turned their backs on us.
Simon hurried us forward. We quickly reached the center barrack in the block, identical to all the others except the letter C had been etched above the first door.
“Just let me do the talking.” Simon walked in, and we trailed behind him.
The room had been stripped of cots, leaving more space for the two dozen Clan members. Molloy’s red head towered over them as they gathered around him. The Clan was in much the same shape as Simon—dusty, beaten, and faces lit up with their apparent victory. Molloy’s broad smile extended to Simon, but instantly twisted to a snarl when he saw me.
“Wha—?” He growled and parted the crowd of Clan members as he moved more quickly than a giant should. “What is she doing here?” he demanded. I was afraid he would run us over, with the speed he was picking up.
“Wait!” Simon leaped in front of me. “Let me explain.”
Molloy hesitated, but seemed ready to pummel me into the ground like the rival gang of jackers he had destroyed minutes ago. Simon felt like a thin barrier to the wrath that was coming off the Red Giant. His eyes flicked to Simon, back to me, and then finally noticed Laney tucked behind me. Molloy’s eyes narrowed as he took in my protective stance.
“She came in the truck with the newcomers,” Simon was saying. “This changeling was there, and another boy, but I couldn’t help him.”
Molloy’s eyes swung back to Simon. “Why not?”
“He was unconscious.” Simon glanced at me, and I wished he hadn’t. Molloy could probably figure out who had made him that way. “I had to fight off Lenny’s crew just to get to the truck. I didn’t have time to haul the kid out.”
“So you brought her instead.” The intensity of Molloy’s stare on my face was matched by the pressure of him trying to jack into my mind. “A fine choice. Now we can pay her back.” The rest of the Clan members had slowly circled around us. Pasty Man, Molloy’s international spook friend, stood by the door. His face was imprinted with a red boot mark. There was no way we were leaving the room.
I was a match in the middle of a keg of gunpowder.
“That wasn’t her fault!” Simon held up his hands. “She didn’t know anything about the Feds. Gomez must have been the rat. Right? Otherwise why would Kira be here?”
“Perhaps the Feds sent her to spy on us again.” Molloy leaned to the side to peer at Laney. “What about the little one?” He was talking to me now. “Is she a snitch like you, Kira?”
I swallowed. “She’s just a kid. She needs protection.”
Molloy didn’t seem to expect that response from me. Simon cut in. “She’s just a changeling.”
Molloy jutted his chin out to the Clan members hovering behind us. “We’ll take the girl into the Clan. But not the traitor.” Hands reached out of the crowd and tugged Laney away from me. She gasped and gripped my hand with both of hers. Her best chance was probably with the Clan, but I had a hard time convincing myself to let go.
I stood straighter and stared down the hatred on Molloy’s face. “Do you promise to keep her safe?”
“My quarrel isn’t with her.” His shark smile hollowed out my stomach.
Laney’s wide-eyed look stabbed through me.
“Laney, it’s okay. I promise.” I linked into her head. I don’t want you mixed up in my mess, okay? I need you to go with them. To be safe.
Fear gave her mind a bitter aftertaste. She slowly released her death-grip. Her small eyes grew large and round as she was swallowed by the crowd.
Molloy’s meaty hand clamped on my arm and jerked me around. My knees softened as he loomed over me, probably deciding how best to take his revenge. Before I could open my mouth, Simon grabbed Molloy’s wrist. “She can help us.”
“I’ve heard that from you before.” Molloy released me and focused on Simon. Pasty Man appeared by his side.
Simon seemed to stagger under a great weight, and I realized that they must be fighting in his mind. Simon buckled and fell to the floor, landing on his knees but managing to stay upright. A cruel smile curled one side of Pasty Man’s face as Simon swayed under their assault. I remembered the force that Pasty Man had pressed on my mind in the warehouse. With the two of them combined, Simon didn’t have a chance.
“I know how to fight the gas.” I stepped next to Simon. “Let him go, and I’ll tell you how.” I didn’t like Simon. Not even a little bit. But he was trying to help me, and it wasn’t right for him to take Molloy’s wrath.
 In the warehouse, Molloy and his Clan had been unprepared. I had caught them by surprise and knocked them out before they knew what was happening. But now, I doubted I could even overpower Molloy, much less a room full of angry Clan members. Maybe I could bargain our way out of this.
Molloy ignored me and fixed his eyes on Simon. His whole body trembled, and he squeezed his eyes shut, as if he could keep Molloy out by the power of his eyelids. I clenched my hands. If I attacked Molloy, neither of us would likely make it out of the room. But if they didn’t release Simon soon, I would have to at least try to shove Molloy out of Simon’s mind, before he did any permanent damage.
Right as I was about to jack in, Molloy released his mental grip on Simon, and Pasty Man sneered his disgust at some unspoken command. Simon fell forward on his hands and gasped for air. I gingerly pressed into Simon’s mind, afraid of what I would find. There was no sign of Molloy’s presence. Are you okay?
Yes. Simon’s response was weak.
“So,” said Molloy. “Simon here seems to believe you’re telling the truth about this ability to control the effects of the gas.”
“That’s right.” I stood taller.
Molloy eyed me with curiosity, the hatred having vanished with his interrogation of Simon’s mind. “Well, now, little Kira. It seems you may make a useful addition to the Clan yet.” Some of the hardness returned to his face. “But Simon is much more trusting than I am. And much more enamored with you than he should be.”
I refused to look at Simon. He had forfeited the right to any feelings for me the moment we walked into that warehouse. And my feelings for him were closer to hatred than anything else.
“I can tell you how it works.”
“Oh, you’ll need to do much better than that, little Kira. I’ll believe you can defeat the gas when I see you do it.”
Considering I had the Impenetrable Mind, and Molloy couldn’t get into my head for a truth examination, there was a certain logic to proving my newfound talent by demonstration. But I still didn’t like the sound of it.
“Uh, okay.”
Molloy smirked at my discomfort. “According to information from a few, ah, recruits from Lenny’s Clan, we’re due for another supply drop.” Pasty Man seemed like he enjoyed extracting that information from the minds of Lenny’s crew. 
“When the Feds come in, they gas the camp first. Everyone goes down and wakes up with fresh food and water supplies to fight over.”
“Why don’t they just send in the truck?” Given that I had been delivered on an autotruck to the camp, gassing everyone seemed like a lot of effort merely to supply food and water.
Molloy’s face turned cold. “Because they take a few volunteers with them when they leave.”
The Feds took people out of the camp? I had assumed it was a one-way trip. Why send us all to jacker camp, only to take us back out again, a few at a time? It didn’t make any sense. “Where do they take them?”
“According to Lenny’s Clan, somewhere worse than here,” Molloy said with dead seriousness. What could possibly be worse than the camp? “If you’re able to fight off the gas, little Kira, then perhaps you could be useful after all.” He loomed over me with his giant frame, but his words were more frightening than his hulking presence. “I don’t want to lose any of my Clan to the Feds and their ghoulish experiments.”
My jaw dropped. The Feds were experimenting on jackers? It was like the early days of the change, when they pushed probes into my Great Grandpa Reilly’s brain like he was a lab rat. How could they possibly justify that? Anger boiled in my stomach.
“Like I said,” Molloy continued, “I’ll believe you can control the gas when I see it. If you can, we’ll talk about putting your ability to good use. Like getting out of the Fed’s cozy prison. But I’m not going to risk any of my Clan members based on your good word,” he said, the words sounding like they tasted bitter, “and Simon’s misplaced trust.” He folded his arms to study me. “If you can fight the gas when the drop comes, you should be able to bring back food from the depot before the rest of the camp awakes. If you can’t do that much, well, you’re not much use to us then, are you? And if the Feds catch you, then we’ll see you when you come back in the newcomer truck with a few pieces missing.” He leaned closer, looming over me. “Either way, I expect you to use that unique head of yours to keep my Clan safe. If there’s anyone missing after the drop, it had better be you.”
I leaned away from him. Either Molloy thought I could fight through the mist and hold off the Feds all on my own, or he was hoping I would get caught trying and end up in one of the Fed’s experiments. I had a chance of fighting off the gas, but I didn’t have much hope of holding the Feds at bay. I hoped like crazy that they wouldn’t come looking for any Clan Molloy members during the next drop.
Because it seemed there was a place worse than the camp after all.






 

Molloy had learned much from interrogating Lenny’s crew.
Andre, Molloy’s pasty second-in-command, was briefing me and seemed to enjoy talking to me about as much as I liked his beady stares. We each wore the red armband that identified us as Block C now, like the rest of the Clan, but I didn’t make the mistake of assuming we were on the same side. “The supply drops happen randomly,” he said. “Before the drop, the camp is gassed. It comes in through an underground piping system. The barracks, the washrooms, the depot. Even outside.” His grin was filled with evil, and I was sure he hoped I would fail miserably in combating the gas and the Feds.
Only that was exactly what Molloy expected me to do. “How many prisoners do they take?” I tried to not bow under Pasty Man’s antagonism.
“Usually only two or three.”
Maybe luck would be on my side. Block C could hold about 400 people, but it was relatively empty, with most of Lenny’s Clan fleeing after the fight. If the other Blocks were even half full, and with seven Blocks spread around the camp, my rough calculations put the camp at over a thousand inmates. The odds seemed low that any Clan Molloy members would go missing.
The idea of a thousand jackers made my mind fuzz out a bit. There must be many more jackers in the world than I ever imagined. With a thousand in the camp, there had to be many times that amount hiding among the readers of the world.
Andre was distracted by Simon hopping around on one foot and making a squawking noise. I had convinced Simon to let Laney practice her jacking skills on him, since she couldn’t jack into my Impenetrable Mind. I linked a thought to her. Don’t make Simon mad. We’re going to need his help.
She pouted. Can I make him sing?
No.
How about cartwheels?
I threw out my hands. Just practice linking your thoughts.
She rolled her eyes, but Simon stumbled to a stop and glared at me from across the room. I ignored him. “So,” I said to Andre, “as long as no Clan Molloy members go missing and I bring back some food, we’re good. Right?”
 Andre hesitated, but gave me a short nod. “As soon as the drop is finished and the camp awakens from the gas, the depot will be overrun. Each Block sends its strongest jackers at harvest time. Some don’t come back.” His evil smile returned. I narrowed my eyes. “If, however, you can remain awake, it should be no problem for you to bring back food for the Clan.” He lifted a dusty pillow from the cot next to us. “A pillowcase full should be enough to convince Mr. Molloy.”
I snatched the pillow from him and started to tug the pillowcase off. “No problem.” But I wasn’t at all sure about any of it. If I could keep the gas at bay, I should be able to get to the depot after the Feds left and before anyone else woke up. But if the FBI agents came after any Clan Molloy members, I was in serious trouble. Maybe I would be able to knock them out, if they weren’t expecting me. And if I was on the losing end of that jack? No, if they came looking for volunteers from Clan Molloy, I’d be better off finding another Clan to join. Which made me realize how little I knew about the rest of the Clans and the layout of the camp, much less where the food was held. “Where’s the depot?”
“I’m sure Simon can help you with that.”
I had a sick feeling that I had stepped into some kind of trap. We both glanced at Simon, who was doing pushups on the floor next to a grinning Laney. I let out a long sigh.
After Andre left and I convinced Laney to apologize to Simon, I planned to check out the rest of the camp, find the depot, and possibly scout out ways to escape and take Laney with me. Simon insisted on coming along. I told him I didn’t want to leave Laney alone, that I was concerned about the less savory members of Clan Molloy, including Andre. Simon insisted she would be fine as long as she stayed in Block C.
I lightly brushed Simon’s mind, just a bare whisper of a link so I could read his thoughts without him being aware of my presence. I had learned how to do this shortly after Molloy gave us temporary sanctuary in the Clan. Jacking into someone’s mind was the same as asking for a fight, but only if they knew you were there. Trusting Simon wasn’t high on my priority list, but he seemed to only be thinking of keeping me safe outside Block C. And I didn’t see a way to leave him behind.
As it turned out, I was glad Simon came with me as soon as we left Block C. A gang of jackers drifted away from Block B to follow us. They were the four guys from before, they knew my head was as hard as a rock, and they had brought more friends with black armbands. They might have figured out I was unique or maybe they wanted to finish whatever praver thoughts they had from before.
Simon didn’t have to tell me to pick up the pace.
We started jogging and then flat out ran to the depot when they kept pace. We avoided territory staked out by other Clans by staying in the wide-open areas between Blocks. The depot was hard to miss. If there hadn’t been a melee when I first arrived, I would have seen it. The sand-colored walls enclosed racks and racks of empty shelving that stood in rows down the warehouse-sized depot. We shut the heavy double doors and locked ourselves inside.
“Do you know those guys?” My voice was strained from the run and the panic.
“Yeah,” Simon said. “They’re some of Lenny’s old crew.” His voice was even more wheezy than mine. “Block B must have taken them in. They’re not very nice.” Simon dragged an empty rack over, metal screeching against concrete, and braced it against the door. I reached out to lightly check on our followers. They were gathered in the open space where the fight had gone down.
“They’re waiting for us to come out,” I said. “They’re planning to attack us then. They want to take us prisoner, not kill us.” They really wanted to take me prisoner, not so much Simon, but I left that part out.
Simon straightened. “How do you know that?”
Oops.
“How do you think?” I retorted. Simon may be on my side for the moment, but I wasn’t on a sharing-secrets basis with him, even if he had saved me from Molloy’s wrath. Simon shook his head and searched for other things to stack against the door. He settled on an empty 55-gallon drum that he wheeled over and shoved against the rack.
“So, are we going to hole up here until they go away?”
Simon brushed the dust from his hands and opened his mouth to answer, then sagged toward the ground. I lunged forward and barely got my arm under him to keep him from cracking his head on the concrete floor.
“Simon!” I jacked fast into his mind. Three of the Block B gang were deep inside and tunneling deeper to slow his heart and breathing. They had a change of plans. Now they decided if they killed Simon, it would be easier to take me without a fight. My quick survey outside the warehouse showed all six had crept up to the door.
I pushed them out of Simon’s head, slamming them back into their own minds and knocking the weakest one out, but the others were too strong for me. When the body hit the dirt outside, the others were momentarily distracted.
I gritted my teeth and dragged Simon away from the door. I needed to put distance between him and the gang to revive him. He groggily squirmed in my arms, which didn’t help much. Then he snapped awake with a gasp and twisted out of my hands altogether. He crouched on the floor, wild-eyed.
Follow me! I ordered his limbs to move while his mind sorted things out. They’re right outside the door!
The back of the warehouse was a good seventy feet from the door, far enough to lessen their ability to jack Simon. I reached back to lightly tap their thoughts. They still didn’t realize I was listening in and couldn’t seem to find the blank spot of my mind. But they could sense Simon. They revived their crewmate and planned to split up, one group going around the side of the warehouse to seek us out, while the others worked on opening the door.
I slammed into the weakened one and sent him collapsing back to the ground again. Their outrage and confusion derailed their plans for a moment, but we were running out of time. I scouted the warehouse for another door. There was only a row of high windows letting in camouflage-dappled light and a bunch of empty shelving. That would have to do.
I flashed a picture of our escape route to Simon. Together we tipped a shelving rack until it banged loudly against the wall and formed a metallic ladder of sorts. I grabbed a discarded coffee can and clambered up the scaffolding with Simon close on my heels. The sharp edge of the can dug into my hand as I slammed it against the window. It made a terrific noise and achieved nothing. Simon climbed up next to me and twisted around so he was balanced on the top shelf with his feet braced on the window. He kicked a hole straight through, sending the shattered pieces of glass flying outward. Several dagger-sized pieces still rimmed the edges. He kept kicking until there was a hole we could climb through without slicing ourselves to shreds.
I reached for the minds of our stalkers. They had heard the sound of the window smashing. Simon’s shoes protected his feet as he perched on the edge of the window, but tiny rivers of blood flowed down from the gashes in his leg. He leaped down to the ground, and I scuttled up to the window to jump after him, wincing as the glass bit into my hands. When I hit the ground, Simon steadied me so I didn’t topple into the glass-littered dirt.
The pravers had heard us, but we had a head start. Simon took my hand, and we ran like our feet were on fire all the way back to Block C.
After that, I crossed Block B off the list of Clans I would seek refuge in if things went south with the Feds during the supply drop. I might not survive joining another Clan, but it had to be better than being taken by the Feds. I was still hoping I’d get lucky and the Feds wouldn’t come looking for any Clan Molloy members. Then maybe, with the help of Clan Molloy, Laney and I could escape. In the meantime, there was nothing to do but wait for the drop to come.
After my nightmarish trip to the depot, I kept to our barrack room, well within the protective zone that surrounded Block C. If the waking periods in the camp were nightmarish, the actual nights weren’t any better.
I was dead asleep when something jabbed me in the stomach. My eyelids dragged open. It was only Laney, rolling around in her restless, dream-haunted sleep again. I gingerly moved her elbow away and linked into her mind.
The last three nights, the same dream had played like a sim-cast on an endless loop. Laney ran through a maze of empty hallways, searching barren white rooms for her mom. At the end of the dream, Laney would find her mom sprawled on the floor next to Laney’s dad and little brother, all motionless like broken dolls. I was pretty sure she had only knocked them out, considering the FBI had told her they wiped her family’s true memories, but Laney didn’t know for sure. The FBI had hauled her off before she saw them wake up.
I intercepted her dream-self and steered her to a park filled with sunshine. I conjured her family waiting at a picnic table. Having seen the pallid versions of their faces in her nightmares, it was easy to create the outline of their features—Laney filled in the rest.
Her body quieted and her features smoothed. She rolled away from me and sighed. A kid like Laney didn’t belong in a place like this. And neither did I.
If I could find a way out, I vowed to go home and set a few things straight—starting with my dad. My dad the jacker. Since Agent Kestrel dropped that little bombshell, a rumbling anger had filled me. Why hadn’t my dad warned me? He must have known it was possible I might be a jacker, not a zero after all. And what did he really do for the Navy, anyway? At some point, he must have taken the option to work for the government, rather than going to the camp. I couldn’t believe he would round up other innocent jackers. He wasn’t like Kestrel. Maybe all those childhood sims my dad told us were true, and he was using his jacker abilities to catch the bad guys.
Except I wasn’t sure who the bad guys were anymore.
If my dad had simply told me the truth, I wouldn’t be lying in a concentration camp, trying to find a way to break out. If I ever did get out, he would have some answering to do.
And I would make things right with Raf as well. No more lies. He deserved to know the truth, and now I knew he would understand. It made me cringe to think his last true memory of me was with Simon, in the car, making out.
Simon wheezed as he pulled air into his lungs. It made me shudder. He’d had been beaten pretty good in the fight with Lenny’s Clan, and the gashes on his leg from yesterday turned out to be pretty deep. I had cleaned and bandaged them as best I could, but there weren’t any doctors or real medical supplies in our little Camp of the Flies. I hoped his injuries could heal on their own.
Simon moaned and then coughed as the sound rumbled through his chest. I linked into his mind to see if he was awake and found him caught in a dream that was all too real. A pack of older jackers crowded around a kid no bigger than Laney, menacing him with their looks and their minds. The boy quickly crumpled under the mental duress. Simon’s arm twitched against the rough blanket of his cot, but in the dream it was Molloy that held him back, saying Too late, too late.
That image was washed away by another where Simon ran past rows of barracks. He threw open every single door, searching for someone he was afraid to find. At the last door, he discovered a girl with brown hair collapsed on the floor. He rushed to her and pulled her into his arms. Her hair fell back from her face.
I jerked out of his head. The shock of seeing my face on that girl—that dead girl in his arms—chilled me to the bone. Simon writhed on the bed again and then curled on his side, a small whimper escaping him. I could jack his nightmare away, like I had Laney’s, but I didn’t relish the idea of seeing myself dead again.
I stared at the ceiling and tried to ignore my racing heart and the quiet sounds of pain from Simon’s cot. Either he was upset about my dream-death or the thrashing around was causing him physical pain. Regardless, I wouldn’t get any sleep with him moaning. I took a deep breath and linked back in.
He was still kneeling in the room where he had found me. Thankfully, my body was gone. Except now his hands were covered in blood, and he was smearing them all over his shirt and pants. He wasn’t getting them clean, just making a disastrous mess.
I needed to pull him out of his wild guilt dream before it drove us both mad. I erased the blood and the room from his mind and replaced it with a meadow in moonlight. Simon filled the meadow in with a giant boulder and his car parked beside it, recreating that night when we snuck out and met his reader friends for some pretend dipping.
These were safe true memories.
The faint smell of wild grass filled me. At first, it seemed like the scent of the meadow, recreated by Simon. Then I realized it was his mind-scent. I had been in his mind several times, but always under duress, never quite like this, where I had time to notice it.
Simon leaned against the boulder in his dream and a girl walked up to him. It was me, and when the dream-me reached up to kiss him, I jerked out of his mind again. I wasn’t ready to replay that bit of disaster—the moment when I decided to be Simon Zagan’s girlfriend. Not the best choice I’ve ever made.
Simon’s body calmed, but his legs were still crooked from his earlier trauma. His breathing evened out, and the wheezing seemed less pronounced. My muscles relaxed from the constant tension of the last three days, and I sank deeper into the thin cot. I closed my eyes and tried to summon my own safe dreams to lull me into a peaceful sleep.
Something that didn’t involve someone dying.
I imagined Raf, holding my hand in the car as we hid behind the hedge. In my daydream, Kestrel never came careening around the corner, and Raf slowly leaned toward me. He was going to kiss me, and this time I wouldn’t stop him. This time I would find out if his lips were as soft as they looked.
A hiss whispered in my ear. I cursed inwardly and added snakes to the perils that haunted us in the Camp of the Flies. Then I caught a faint whiff of orange spice and opened my eyes. Mist rose from the floor.
The gas.
I rolled out of the cot I shared with Laney and onto my feet. The mist was already numbing my mind, its tendrils winding through the room and seeming to come from everywhere. I focused inward and sped up my heart rate from jittery panic to full-blown pounding. My head throbbed, but the extra blood pumped out the juice that was clouding my thinking. Unfortunately, each new rasping breath brought another lungful of gas. I ripped off my pillowcase and covered my nose and mouth. It already smelled of orange spice.
I couldn’t hold my breath and make my heart beat out of my chest at the same time. I had to get out of the barrack and dilute the gas somehow. I linked gently into Laney and Simon’s minds. They were well under the influence of the gas, deep in an unconscious state. Hopefully the rest of the camp was as well.
I tore open the barrack door and lurched out into the moonlit gap between the buildings. The gas was less concentrated outside, but it still swirled in an orange fog around my bare feet as I strode toward the common space between Block C and Block B. I kept the pillowcase over my nose and mouth and slinked into the shadows close to the barrack wall. Bodies of the Block B crew lay crumpled on the ground. The gas must have claimed them while they kept watch.
Even through the pillowcase, my gasping breaths sounded loud in the quiet night air. My heart was pounding a pulse in my head that raced to keep the gas at bay. I sprinted down the wide corridors between blocks, and the desert rocks bit into the soles of my feet. I scanned for any movement from jackers who might have eluded the gas. There was nothing but stillness until I arrived at the depot.
Men garbed in black poured from one of the two trucks parked by the gate. Gas masks obscured their faces, making them look like freakish insects. They formed a protective circle around both vehicles. Their rifles glinted in their hands as they scanned for jackers that might be resisting the effects of the gas.
Like me.
I skittered into the shadow of a nearby barrack and lightly probed the minds of the well-armed guards. They were wary, but not overly anxious. No one had overcome the effects of the gas before, yet they were prepared for the unexpected. Although most of them were readers, there was one jacker in the lead. Their thoughts overlapped, like one beast with ten pairs of eyes that could see in every direction. I could easily jack the readers but the jacker guard was like a live-wire waiting to trip. I pulled back in case he sensed me lurking at the edge of his mind.
The second truck pulled up to the depot door, and a thick mechanical tongue extended to where two rifle-less guards stood waiting. Crates about the size of my cot slowly started to travel down the conveyor belt.
A man in a long black coat, face also obscured by a gas mask, stepped around the first truck. He grasped an e-slate in his hand and set off toward the closest barrack, accompanied by two armed guards. No doubt searching for fresh victims for the government’s experiments.
I stayed in the shadows.
Slate Man and his two goons returned with the limp body of a young jacker in their arms. She couldn’t be any more than fourteen. My throat closed up as I watched them load her into the first truck. Then they headed straight toward me.
I scurried back along the wall and around the corner, out of their view. Their boots scuffed the ground nearby, and I muffled my heavy breathing with the pillowcase. The trio’s determined steps faded. What if they were heading to Block C? I huddled out of sight and strained to listen. I didn’t dare brush into their minds in case they were jackers and could sense me so close by.
The pounding of my heart was starting to take a toll. I leaned against the wall as a wave of dizziness swept through me. My chest ached. Was I giving myself a heart attack? I pressed my forehead against the cool wall and focused on slowing my heart a little, enough to keep the dizziness under control. Only each gulping breath brought more gas, and my mind was starting to fuzz out.
I wasn’t going to last until the guards finished unloading.
I edged back around the barrack to check the progress at the depot. Maybe I could jack the guards unloading the crates to look the other way while I slipped inside. I brushed their minds, but pulled back quickly. Jackers.
The rough scraping of boots on dirt sounded to my right, and I flattened myself against the wall. The footsteps shuffled along, and when the guards swung into view, they carried a fresh victim between them, another girl, even younger this time. With dark brown hair.
Laney.
No! I lurched out from the shadows before I could stop myself. My hands twitched with the need to do something, anything, but what? Before they could catch sight of me, I ordered the two guards carrying her to Put her down! I would knock all three of them out as soon as Laney was safely on the ground. They readily obeyed my command, stopping in their tracks and slowly lowering her to the ground. But Slate Man was a jacker. Keep going! he overrode my command and quickly cast his mind out searching for me. I glimpsed two piercing blue eyes behind the mask. Kestrel! I tried to disappear back into the shadows and hoped he wouldn’t detect the blank spot of my mind, but it was the movement that caught his eye and gave me away.
Kestrel grabbed a pistol from the guard’s holster, and the pop of the gun split the quiet air.
A sharp pain stabbed my leg, and I fell to the ground. Two more jabbed my back, but I hardly felt them.
I slipped into a deep orange-colored haze.






 

I struggled through the orange-flavored fuzz, but couldn’t pry open my eyes. My dry tongue scraped uselessly against the roof of my mouth. I groaned my frustration and a hand clasped my arm. Instinctively, I gasped and lunged out with my mind.
Hey! It’s just me, Simon thought as I plunged into his mind. I stilled and tried again to force open my eyes.
What happened? I linked the thought to him, unable to form words with my drug-disabled mouth.
I found you by Block E, near the depot, he thought. You must have been some kind of raging elephant, because it took three darts for them to take you down. There was a strange undercurrent of pride in his thoughts that didn’t make any sense to me.
Darts? I recalled Kestrel and his victims. Laney!
I jerked upright, yanked my eyes open, and cringed against the barrack lights and morning sun. Half-blind, I patted the cot next to me, but I knew Laney wasn’t there.
Laney’s gone, Simon thought.
No!
Maybe I distracted them. Maybe they dropped her and left after they shot me. I stretched my mind out, roaming lightly over all the Clan members in Block C. She wasn’t there. Maybe some other Clan had taken her in. I stretched and found I could reach Block B. I skimmed across the dozens of minds packed into the safety of their barracks. Still nothing. I kept stretching. It didn’t seem like I should be able to reach so far, but then I had never really tried before. There had been no reason to. But now I reached and scanned every barrack in the camp, stopping at each of the thousand minds long enough to know they weren’t Laney. They weren’t the little girl who had already suffered too much for the non-crime of being a jacker kid.
No! No. But I couldn’t find her anywhere in the camp.
I’m sorry, thought Simon.
Why? The thought ripped through me and came out as an animal sound in my parched throat. Why did they take her and not me?
I don’t know. Simon’s thoughts were genuinely puzzled, like he knew as well as I did that it was some kind of cruel joke. Some horrible trick to take little Laney, who was too young to have even broken curfew, and yet leave me behind, probably the most mutant jacker of all. I hung my head and tried to swallow down the pain of that thought.
Simon hesitantly put his hand on my shoulder. When I didn’t shove his hand away, he lightly rubbed my back. I’m so sorry, Kira.
It’s not right. I retreated from his mind to my own, where no one could hear the thoughts running through it. Thoughts about how I had failed—failed to conquer the gas, failed to get the food from the depot, failed to stop them from taking Laney.
“None of it’s right,” Simon said softly. He tipped my chin up with his finger. “But you did a pretty good job of convincing Molloy to keep you around.”
“What? But…” The words caught on the dryness of my throat and made me cough.
Simon hopped off my cot and fetched a water bottle from our meager stash of supplies by the door. I gulped it down, washing away the dirt and the orange aftertaste. I wished I could wash away my guilt for losing Laney along with it.
When my mouth could function again, I rasped out, “What are you talking about? I didn’t get the food. And they took Laney!”
Simon rested his hand on mine. “Laney was probably the only other Clan member, besides yourself, that they could have taken and Molloy would have forgiven you for.” He cracked a smile. “Although he probably wouldn’t have missed me much.”
It still didn’t make sense. Laney was new to the Clan, but her disappearance only proved that I had failed. Simon cocked his head. “Molloy’s not a monster,” he said. “Well, not completely a monster. He knows you were trying to protect Laney, and that means something to him. The fact that you made it out to the depot, and they had to stop you with darts, convinced him pretty well that you were the real deal.”
“So.” I had to stop to take another drink of water. “So, he’s letting me stay in Block C?”
“Yeah,” he said. “And Molloy’s put the word out to the Clans seeking to ally with Block C to search for Laney. He thinks one of the others might have taken her in.”
My shoulders sagged. “She’s gone.” Although it was reassuring that Molloy was at least trying to find her. He really did look out for the changelings, as well as the rest of his Clan. I understood a little better what he meant by “family” now.
Simon gently squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t give up hope. They may have forgotten about her, once they had you to contend with.”
“No, you don’t understand,” I said. “I searched the camp. She’s not here.”
He drew back. “You’ve been out for hours, Kira. Ever since I found you near the depot.” His eyes went wide. “Wait. You mean you searched with your mind? How far can you reach?”
“Far enough.” Simon probably saved my life by bringing me back before some praver found me lying in the dirt. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to trust him.
He seemed to think my brain was still fuzzed on juice. “You’re sure she’s not here?” The answer was plain on my face. “You searched the entire camp?” There was a new wonder in his voice. “Kira, that’s…” The gears were turning in his head, but what did it matter? “The camp’s over a thousand feet per side, Kira. Can you really reach that far? How about control? Can you jack that far?”
I looked away from him. It didn’t matter. All it meant was that Laney was gone. And I was an even a bigger freak. Why hadn’t they taken me? Why did Kestrel leave me behind, while taking Laney for some hideous experiment? My body shook with a cold-sweat chill. It wasn’t right.
“Because if you can,” he said, pulling my face back to his, “we might have a way out of here.”
That got my attention. “What do you mean?”
Furious thinking and giddy excitement warred on his face. “The camp is surrounded by electrified fences. They’re buried below the ground level, too. The only way in or out is through the gates.”
“Why doesn’t someone hijack the newcomer truck and ride that back out?”
“The truck and the perimeter are gassed whenever the newcomer truck leaves. Everything’s remote-controlled, and they must have cameras somewhere because if someone tries to escape through the gate, they turn on the gas. But,” he said, his voice rising a notch, “you can defeat the gas. You could get outside the fences.” There was a gleam in his eye.
“Couldn’t someone just hold their breath to get through?” The trip through the gates didn’t seem that long. Mostly, I didn’t want Simon to know my ability to fight off the gas had an upper limit in terms of time.
“No, the gas is too powerful. Even if someone could make it past the electrified fences and the gas, they’d still have to contend with the outer perimeter fence and the guards. Plus they have guns. There are four guard stations around the perimeter, but there’s only one gate, where they bring in the newcomer truck.”
“Maybe they could jack the guards?” I asked, realizing the they we were talking about now was likely me.
“The guard gate is at least a half a mile away, far outside anyone’s range to jack. Except maybe you.” He smirked. “The guards could be readers or jackers or both. If you could jack at a thousand feet away, then maybe… if you could reach the guard gate from here, you could jack them to open the gates. Even if you can’t reach that far, you could fight off the gas in the truck, get close enough, and even if they were jackers, if they didn’t see you coming…”
“I could jack them before they knew what had happened.”
He seemed like he wanted to hug me, but kept his hands to himself, which was a good move on his part. His plan was entirely demens, and the idea that I could jack someone half a mile away was far-fetched at best. Maybe I wouldn’t have to jack that far. Maybe I could ride the truck right to the gate and catch them by surprise.
“Do you think it could work?” I asked.
“I think we need to find out what you can do.” His grin seemed to crack his dust-covered face.
It didn’t take long to discover I had more range than I ever imagined. Not only could I reach people at the other end of camp, but if I concentrated, I could jack them as well. But I couldn’t reach the outer perimeter. Somewhere between a thousand feet and a half mile was the limits of my abilities.
Simon pressed me on. “Focus on the jack. It’s like a muscle—the more you use it, the stronger you get.”
My eyes were closed, but I felt the intensity of his stare. “Yeah. Except when you’re distracting me.”
“Sorry,” he said, his voice hushed.
I reached out and brushed several minds at the far side of the camp. They didn’t sense me, so I could easily knock out the weaker ones before they knew what happened. Some were so weak they could barely push back. I practiced on a few of those first, making sure they were already sitting down. No need for concussions.
“How far out are you?” His voice was impatient.
“I’m in Block D.” I snapped my eyes open. “Is that far enough for you?” Block D was at the farthest corner of the camp from Block C. Whoever had laid out the Camp of the Flies had no respect for alphabetical order.
His laser focus didn’t waver. “Yes, but can you jack there?”
“I just knocked out two inmates.” A smug edge crawled into my voice and it made me queasy. “They weren’t very strong.”
“Some of the jackers here are practically linkers.”
“Linkers?”
“Jackers that aren’t very strong. They can link thoughts but not much else.”
“How did they end up here?”
“How did any of us end up here?” he asked with a snort. “Extreme bad luck. Anyway, did the linkers you jacked know you were there?”
“No.”
“A jacker can only resist you if he knows you’re there. If you catch them unaware and move fast, even the strongest jacker can be knocked out. But if you hesitate or if he’s expecting you… Well, that’s when you end up on the losing side of the jack.”
“I’ve got the Impenetrable Mind, remember?”
He gave a short laugh. “Right. Okay, so maybe it won’t be a problem for you.” He gave me an unexpected soft look that made me close my eyes again.
“Okay,” I said. “What next, Master Zagan?”
“Next, Little One, you need to jack the strongest one you can find.” I killed the smile that threatened to break out on my face. Simon was right—the more I practiced, the stronger I got. Although some jackers seemed naturally stronger than others, regardless of how old they were. I wondered if my dad was unique like I was—did he have an Impenetrable Mind, too? Could he reach a thousand feet? If he had simply told me the truth, I wouldn’t have to rely on Simon to find out what my abilities were.
As I brushed across the minds in Block D, I could tell which jackers were the strongest by the feel of their brain barriers. It was the difference between Jell-O and cream cheese—the cheese would give, but I had to push harder. Even with all the jacking I had done, it still grossed me out.
I was growing stronger, but I was no match for the strongest ones—plus they more quickly sensed me and pushed me back out. The leader of Block D threw me out after a fraction of a second. His second-in-command was even stronger. I retreated and left them sparring with each other. At least they didn’t know who I was. I kept trying, jacking in and grappling with fairly strong jackers. Unless I caught them completely unprepared, I couldn’t knock them out. And all the strongest jackers in the Camp of the Flies were constantly on edge.
After we had practiced enough to satisfy Simon, he brought me to Molloy.
Molloy verified my long range ability by sending Andre and a couple other members of Clan Molloy to the far side of the camp. Even at that range, Andre had a hard time keeping me out of his head, which brought a smile to my face. But I could only knock out the weaker jackers he had with him. Still, that delighted Molloy to no end and convinced him even more that my skills were worth keeping around.
“Okay, there’s this skinny weasel named Jackson in Block D,” Molloy said, hunched on the cot next to me. “Can you find him?”
I closed my eyes and reached out to Block D. “Does Jackson have dark brown hair and an abiding love of beets?” Jackson was holed up in a corner with a pile of beet cans, his recent booty from the food frenzy. I had been lucky that Simon had found me before the jackers who knew I was a bigger prize than beets.
“That’s the one,” said Molloy, like a kid with a shiny new toy. Only I was the toy. “Can you kill him? Even at this range?”
I popped my eyes open. “We talked about this. No killing.” I had made my terms clear as soon as we came to Molloy with my new skills.
“Okay, okay. Just knock him out for me. Wait, wait!” Molloy held up his hands. “Make him dump out all the beets on the floor first. Then knock him out.” I closed my eyes to block out the smirk on Molloy’s face as he got his thrills at Jackson’s expense. But I did as he asked.
“Okay,” I said. “It will take a while to empty out twenty-three cans.”
“Take your time,” said Molloy, with a self-satisfied tone. I kept my eyes closed as Jackson methodically opened his cans and poured them onto the dirty barrack floor. I did another sweep through Block D and the next Block over, still hoping that I had missed Laney that first time. I didn’t find her, but there were plenty of other horrible things happening.
In Block G, four older boys were tormenting a thirteen-year-old named Daniel by taking turns inflicting phantom pain. Since pain was in the brain, not the body, all they had to do was jack an imaginary broken arm or bruised kidney into his mind. The injuries weren’t real, but the pain was. I gritted my teeth and concentrated on reflecting the miseries back on the senders. Each time a praver jacked into Daniel’s mind to inflict some imagined injury, I recreated the same one in the tormenter’s mind. Daniel wasn’t a linker, but he wasn’t a very strong jacker either. They quickly backed off, confused at this new mind trickery.
They had no idea it was me, which made me smile.
I jacked Daniel to take advantage of their confusion and run. I planted the idea in his head to find his way to Block C. Hopefully, Molloy would take him in.
“Kira!” Molloy’s voice was filled with impatience.
My eyes snapped open. “Huh?”
“Did you get lost there, lassie, counting cans?” He was suspicious. I quickly checked on Jackson and sure enough, he was done. I knocked him out.
“Nope. Jackson is sleeping on his pile of beets now.”
Molloy’s grin sent a buzz through the room. “Well done, lassie!” Molloy slapped Andre’s back, but Andre was far less amused with my parlor tricks. He had been trying to pierce me with his steel-gray eyes the entire time. Probably still sore that I had jacked him into doing the chicken dance earlier. I ignored him.
“So, let’s talk about this plan of yours.” Molloy motioned to Simon, who had been leaning against the far wall. Simon strode over and gave me wink on the way to let me know I had done well. I scowled at him.
Molloy’s face grew serious. “The Clan can give you cover when the next newcomer truck arrives. Blocks E and F are already allied with us, and we may have others by the time the truck comes. Could be any day, we don’t know when. When the truck arrives, we’ll retrieve the newcomers and slip you two in,” Molloy motioned to Simon and me, “before anyone can give serious notice.”
“Wait,” I said, interrupting him. “I thought I was doing this alone.”
Molloy’s face became granite. “Seeing as how I can’t tap into that hard little head of yours, lassie,” he said, reaching over to thump my forehead, “I’ll not be trusting you to do this alone. Simon here will be along to make sure you keep your promise to come back for the rest of us.” Molloy’s shark teeth were back and glinting.
The plan was that I would break out, overpower the guards, and then release the gates so that all the prisoners would be freed, including Molloy and his Clan. If I was lucky enough to make it out, I wasn’t sure letting the rest of them loose was a great idea. The camp held a lot of changelings like Laney that shouldn’t be locked up in a prison, but there were just as many camp-hardened pravers that gave me the creeps. Obviously, I couldn’t let Molloy know my thoughts on that subject, or I’d never get the chance to escape. Having Simon along was a liability.
“What if I don’t agree?”
Molloy stood and loomed over me. “Either you’re a part of the Clan or you’re not, lassie. If you’re in, you stay in. If you betray us again, I won’t stop next time to ask why.”
“I’m in,” I said, without hesitation. I didn’t have any other options.
“Right,” said Molloy. He narrowed his eyes. “And don’t be thinking about letting the gas take Simon, little Kira. If he comes back in the truck alone, I’ll make sure he regrets the day he met you.”
I gulped. I didn’t like Simon, but he didn’t deserve whatever punishment Molloy would dish out. When Simon had tried to kill Raf, he had jacked in deep to slow his heart rate. I should be able to do the opposite and speed up Simon’s heart to keep pace with the gas, like I did my own. It would slow me down, but it would work. I gave Molloy a short nod.
Molloy’s shark teeth receded, replaced by a real smile. “Now, there’s this right nuisance, Samson, a part of Lenny’s old crew.” He settled back into his spot across from me. “I think he’s in Block D now. Can you find him?”
“Sure.” I went hunting for the unfortunate Samson. Simon nodded as though this was all according to plan. He did save my life on more than one occasion, so I didn’t mind breaking him out of the camp. But, like Molloy said, Simon was more likely to come back for the rest of them.
I had no intention of being a part of Clan Molloy once I was free. I yearned to go home and set things right with Raf, maybe get my life back again. My dad was a jacker and a high-ranking Naval Intelligence officer. He had to know how to keep the Feds at bay. If Clan Molloy were stuck in the camp, I wouldn’t have to worry about them menacing my family on top of everything else.
But if I left Clan Molloy behind, I would be dooming all the changelings that were trapped in the camp as well. Changelings that hadn’t done a thing wrong in their lives, like Laney.
I tried not to think about what was happening to her.
My top priority was getting out of the camp. If Simon insisted on opening the gates for Molloy, I wasn’t sure I would stop him. But if he tried to stop me from leaving Clan Molloy behind, I wouldn’t hesitate to overpower him and leave him with his friends in the desert.






 

It wasn’t long before Daniel-the-changeling found his way to Block C. He was smart enough to shed his armband along the way, but his tattered shirt betrayed that he had been in the camp for a while.
Molloy raised his eyebrows. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with this, would you, lassie?”
I shrugged and feigned innocence. Since Molloy couldn’t scrub my mind, he set Andre on Daniel to make sure he wasn’t a spy. I cringed as Daniel suffered through Andre’s interrogation.
“Is that necessary?” Maybe bringing Daniel to Block C had been a mistake. Molloy didn’t answer, and Andre released Daniel after a few more moments.
“He’s just a changeling.” Andre glared at me, but didn’t say any more. If he’d found any evidence that I had been involved, he wouldn’t hesitate to say so.
Molloy offered Daniel a hand up from the floor. “Sorry about that, lad. You understand, don’t you?” The boy nodded so hard, I was afraid his head would fall off. I didn’t care much for Molloy’s methods, but once he had accepted Daniel into the Clan, it seemed like  Molloy would take care of him. And he didn’t raise any more eyebrows when changelings started showing up at Block C after that.
At least, I didn’t think he suspected me.
Nearly a week passed before the newcomer truck brought fresh inmates to the camp. Word traveled fast about the truck’s impending arrival, the linked whispers of the Camp of the Flies rivaling the thought-speed rumor mill of Warren Township High. However, sitting on a rough cot in the middle of Block C, surrounded by anxious members of Clan Molloy, couldn’t have been more different than walking the halls of my school. And Shark Boy could only dream of being as ruthless as the pravers in the camp.
I knew without brushing any minds that the newcomer truck had stopped at the first gate. After a week of practice, my reach easily swept beyond the camp fences to the surrounding desert. I kept checking whether I could extend out to the guards at the outer perimeter (still no) or detect the incoming shipment of new inmates before anyone else (yes).
Molloy gathered his people so we could travel as a group to intercept the truck. The plan included myself and Simon, Molloy, Andre, and a half dozen other Clan members, plus a few strong jackers from Blocks E and F. We needed a large group, partly to ensure our own safety and that of the newcomers, and also so Simon and I would not be missed when we slipped inside the truck. Our Allied Clans were in on the escape effort, but alerting the other inmates to our plans would be problematic at best.
I gave a short nod to Simon, indicating the newcomer truck had passed the first gate. The truck held returnees from whatever government facility was used for the Feds’ heinous experiments. The girls were both fourteen and changelings. So much like Laney, but neither was her. Their thoughts were fuzzed, even though their minds were clear of the juice. I felt the parts of their brains that had been damaged, like soft dead spots where the doctors had targeted their destruction.
A sour taste in the back of my throat threatened to bring up my lunch of protein bars. I hoped that someday Kestrel would suffer a painful payback for what he had done.
 Simon signaled Molloy that it was time to leave, and soon we were striding past weathered barracks and wary onlookers. We moved as a pack toward the entrance gate and sported a rainbow of armbands, with me and Simon surrounded by the strongest jackers in the Allied Clans.
No one messed with us.
The inner gate creaked to a metallic stop, and the truck slowly backed into the camp on its autopath. In theory, we could walk straight past the open gates into the hundred-foot gap between the fences. When Molloy scrubbed the minds of several veteran inmates, searching for true memories about escaping the camp, he found out that a few desperate prisoners had tried to escape that way. None had survived. Any movement between the fences triggered a wave of gas and trapped the escapee in that no man’s land until the next drop shipment or newcomer truck.
I shook that mental image out of my head as the truck lurched to a stop. Molloy’s crew formed a brigade at the rear end. Simon and I pulled open the dust-covered doors and climbed inside. The wide-eyed pair of changelings cowered together on the bench, holding hands. Either they were friends, or they had already made an alliance. I cringed when I told them to get out. They were in no state to deal with the camp, but at least Molloy would look out for them. And maybe they wouldn’t be there long. If we were successful.
The door slammed closed behind them.
I took their place on the warm metal bench, and Simon sat next to me. When the gas struck, I would have to speed up his heart to fight it off, in addition to controlling my own heart rate and reaching out to the guards. I preferred that he stayed on the other side of the truck, but it would take less effort to control his heart rate if he was nearby. He, on the other hand, didn’t seem to mind being close.
 We waited for the truck to start its autopath out of the camp. Our plan was to survive the gas, ride the truck to the perimeter gate, and knock out the guards. Then we would open the camp gates and release the prisoners. That part was Simon’s job. I planned on being long gone before any jackers reached the perimeter. But Simon didn’t need to know that until the time came.
Simon seemed like he had something to say, only he wouldn’t spit it out. There was nothing left to discuss, but the stifling heat of the truck left me with little patience.
“What?” I asked. I would save linking into his mind until it was necessary.
He studied his hands. “I shouldn’t have lied to you, Kira. I should have told you the truth, about the Clan. About all of it.”
I nodded but didn’t offer any more than that. I wouldn’t be facing a truck full of gas and trying to escape the Camp of the Flies if he hadn’t lied to me almost every step of the way. I still couldn’t figure out when the lies had begun, but they probably ended at the warehouse. By that point, it was a little late for the truth.
Simon stared at the metal riveted floor of the truck. “All of this could have been avoided. If I’d told you the truth, maybe you would have joined the Clan willingly. Maybe I could have convinced you…”
I snorted, causing him to look up. “It would have taken a lot more than kisses from you to convince me join the Clan.”
His face twisted into a pained smile. “Well, at least there was some fun along the way.”
It was my turn to stare at the rivets snaking along the floor and try to order away the blush rising up my face. How could I control my own heart rate, but not keep my cheeks from lighting up every time I was embarrassed? Simon scooted closer, so that our knees brushed. Mine were exposed by the shorts I had on when I was captured. We both had on the same clothes from the last time we kissed, in his car a lifetime ago.
“We can still make this work, Kira.” His voiced dropped to that soft, rich sound he used when he was trying to convince me of something. He ran his fingers along my hair and tucked it behind my ear. “Just the two of us. Once we’re out of here, we can run away. Forget the Clan. We’ll go somewhere no one knows us and start over. We can pass as readers, and no one will ever know the difference.”
His soft, urgent words tugged at me. I didn’t have to link into his head to know that was what he had wanted all along. Pretend to have a normal life, live off our ill-gotten gains, lie to everyone we knew. I dreamed of a normal life once, too, complete with boyfriends and college. Only Simon’s face was never the one that filled those dreams. If we got out of this alive, Simon could make his own way in the world. I was going home and seeing if I could get my life back and put things right with Raf.
Simon took my silence for something else and leaned in to kiss me. I turned my face at the last moment, so that his lips landed on my cheek instead. They were as searing hot as always, even in the desert heat of the truck.
Puffs from his laugh caressed my cheek. “I guess I deserved that.”
The truck lurched and sent me crashing into him. He righted us, holding me gently by the shoulder. I took his hand and linked into his mind. You don’t deserve this. Neither of us does. Just because Simon had lied and betrayed me didn’t mean he deserved the camp. But his thoughts made more of that statement than I intended.
A hiss announced the beginning of the gas, so I jacked in further to step up both our heart rates before the first whiff of orange scent reached us. Adrenaline made me want to pace the tight confines of the truck, but I stayed with Simon, my hand locked with his, and kept tabs on the state of his mind. As the mist surrounded us, I pulled the neck of my t-shirt up to cover my mouth and nose, and Simon did the same. It wasn’t much use. The intensity of the gas was overwhelming.
The truck swayed to a stop and waited for the gates behind us to close and the ones ahead to open. Metal creaked over the hiss of the gas. When the outer gate was fully open, the truck still sat in the perimeter no-man’s-land between the electrified fences. My heart was already trying to pound out of my chest or it would have raced from worry that something had gone wrong. Why isn’t the truck moving?
I reached out and searched again for a mindware interface, but found nothing, like my first trip in the truck. Finally, the truck jerked forward and lumbered through the outer gate. I leaned off the bench and squinted at the desert glare coming through the dusty windows in front. A guard tower shimmered in the heat. A half mile seemed a reasonable estimate.
Simon’s face shone bright red around his dirt-stained shirt. He heaved breaths through the thin fabric, and his eyelids blinked very slowly. Stay with me, Simon. I commanded him to a jittery wakefulness and struggled to keep my own eyes open as the juice seeped into my brain.
The truck bounced and crunched on the dirt path leading away from the camp. I peeked again at the hard-packed line that was hardly a road. The desert was clear ahead of us, but impossibly, the guard tower didn’t seem any closer. The truck trundled along at a maddeningly slow speed. I reached as far as I could. There was nothing but scrub brush ahead of us. If we didn’t pick up the pace, we’d both pass out before we got close enough to knock out the guards.
For a moment I considered letting the gas take Simon. My range was shortened by having to fight the gas for both of us. After I knocked out the guards, reviving Simon from a full juice dose would take time, maybe more time than I would have before the guards from the other perimeter stations reached the gate. Perhaps I could take them all, but it would be tough if they were jackers. I might need Simon’s help. And as much as I didn’t dream of a jacker life with him, I couldn’t leave him behind to face whatever Molloy had in store for him.
Simon’s sweaty hand clenched in mine. I was jacked deep in his mind to control his heart rate and couldn’t help hearing all his thoughts, even the ones he was trying not to think. Thoughts about after the escape. His longing for a normal life. With me. If only he had more time, he might be able to change my mind. Convince me.
I refrained from wiping those thoughts out of his head and concentrated on keeping our hearts pounding fast enough to keep up with the gas. It was a losing battle. Maybe we could crack a window and let some of it out. I pulled him off the bench and we shuffled toward the front. The side windows were sealed tight. Simon climbed into the passenger seat and kicked at the flexiglass with his uninjured leg, but no luck.
I tipped my head to the back, and a wave of dizziness swept over me. Whether it was from the gas or the heart palpitations, we were running out of time. The only way to keep from passing out was to vent the gas out the back doors—or leave the truck altogether.
The guards at the perimeter gate had guns. Big guns. Molloy had scrubbed a true memory about one jacker who had shorted out the fences and cut his way through, somehow sprinting across the gas in the no-man’s-land to saw a hole through the outer fence. He was shot. He died right at the fence line and lay there until the next drop shipment when the Feds took his body away.
I didn’t want to mess with a gun that picked off escaping prisoners half a mile away.
That meant staying in the truck as long as possible. But we had to reduce the intensity of the gas. If we opened the doors a crack, maybe that would vent enough of the gas to keep us awake. If not, we would have to get out. The truck was slow enough that we could follow along behind and use it as a shield. Then we’d be free of the gas, and I could reach farther and knock out the tower guards sooner.
I pulled Simon toward the rear of the truck. He stumbled a bit on the way, but caught himself before he fell. We should open the doors, just a crack, I linked the thought to him. So the guards can’t see, in case they’re watching.
Okay, Simon thought, but the orange mist was fuzzing his brain. Sweat made our hands slippery. I laced my fingers through his for a better grip, and he gave me a smile in return. He was willing to go along with the plan, which was good enough.
Wrapping my fingers around the hot metal handle of the rear door, I slowly pulled it down, careful to only open it a couple of inches and holding tight in case the door went flapping wide and alerted the guards.
A blaring horn startled me into losing my grip on the handle. The truck lurched to a stop, sending Simon and me flying toward the front and banging the door shut again. The alarm reverberated through the truck a second time.
Oh no.
Any element of surprise was gone; the truck was stopped dead in its tracks and screaming in distress. I scrambled to my feet and towed Simon to the back door. As I flung it open, a wave of hot desert air swept into the truck. I leaped down and brought Simon with me, still tethered by our joined hands. Our hearts continued to pound blood through our brains, and each lungful of gas-free desert air brought more relief. My head started to clear and Simon was more alert.
What now? he asked as we crouched behind the open back of the truck. I pulled out of Simon’s mind and let the adrenaline pumping through our systems keep our hearts racing. Free of controlling our heart rates, I stretched forward to the limits of my reach, but I couldn’t sense the guards. The dusty windows of the truck obscured the hard-packed road ahead, so I peeked through the slit between the flung-open door and the truck body. The guard post floated on a shimmering layer of desert-heated air. It was tough to gauge how far it was. A thousand feet? Two? Either way, I had to get closer and the truck wasn’t going to help anymore.
I linked back into Simon’s head. I’ll have to run. I licked away the dryness on my lips from the desert dust and the gas. I’m not close enough yet.
He shook his head. Not without me.
His injured leg was still wrapped with the homemade bandages I had made. Simon was in no condition to run, and he would only slow me down. I’ll come back for you once I knock the guards out. I checked the slit again. We don’t have much time. They know something’s wrong.
Simon shook his head again, and an image of me fleeing the gate without him popped into his mind. I swiped dust out of my eyes. I’m not going to leave you. I promise.
His thoughts switched to the danger from the guns. Of course, it was risky to leave the truck, but there wasn’t much choice. We weren’t going to escape at all if I didn’t get close enough to knock out the guards. Simon tried to push me out of his head. I didn’t understand why, but I pulled out anyway.
“I don’t want you to get shot,” he said. “Ruins my chances for escape, you know?” He gave me a half smile, and I couldn’t help returning it.
“Yeah, well, I don’t want to get shot either. If I don’t get moving, we’re never getting out of here.”
He bit his lip and leaned over me to peek through the slit. “Okay. Run back and forth, not straight at the gate. Make it harder for them to target you. And run fast.”
I gave him a cockeyed look.
“Just be careful.” He gave my hand a squeeze before slipping his fingers out from mine.
I shuffled to the end of the open door and curled my fingers around the hot metal edge. I focused my mind forward one more time, but I still couldn’t sense anything. Taking two large gulps of gas-free air, I gave Simon a nod and tore around the corner of the door.
The heat of the sun-baked ground burned through the soles of my shoes as they pounded the dirt. I veered off to the right, then left, trying to change direction as randomly as I could. The running and surge of adrenaline pounded my heart, allowing me to focus on stretching farther and farther forward.
Still nothing.
It seemed as if the guard gate must not be real, an actual mirage floating above the desert. I kept reaching anyway.
A rumbling sound rolled across the hard-baked desert floor, and I checked the clear blue sky above. It seemed demens to have thunder without clouds, but I didn’t have time to think about it. A small cloud of dirt rose from the ground to my left, making me jump, and then a second later another roll of thunder.
I skittered to the right and another puff of dust exploded out of the ground, even closer than before, followed by another rumbling across the desert. My brain finally put it together—they were shooting at me. My legs had new energy down to the soles of my feet, ignoring the burn in my muscles and hopping me back and forth like a crazed jackrabbit. I reached even further forward, until I sensed the barest whisper of the minds of the guards. Still not close enough to jack. Another roll of thunder sounded, but there were no more clouds of dust. The sniper’s aim must be getting worse with my fancy footwork.
I strained to see details of the guard post through the glare of the desert. Maybe if I could see the guards, I could hone in on those phantom whispers.
Two more air-crackling peals of rifle shots split the air before I found the mind of the sniper. I made his eyes cross while I sprinted a few more yards, bringing me just close enough. His mind shut down as I knocked him out.
The thunder booms stopped, but I kept running. I flitted across the minds of the guards, who were now in a full state of panic. Eight. I found one on the radio, calling another guard post for backup. He was a reader, along with the other two guards in the command tower, so I easily knocked them out. That left four more: one wrestling to reload the sniper’s gun, the others manning their own rifles and trying to find me with their scopes.
None of them were jackers. I knocked them all out.
I slowed my pace and scanned again for more guards. There were none, but the others would be on the way, and soon. I braced my hands on my knees, wheezing from the run, and reached back to the truck to tell Simon the coast was clear.
He wasn’t there.
My head snapped up. The truck sat abandoned on the dirt road a few hundred feet behind me. I scanned twice, three times. There was no one there. Had he run? I swept my mind and eyes out, searching for any sign of him. I found him lying motionless in the dirt a hundred feet away. His mind was a shadow of its normal strength.
My legs were carrying me to him before I could think what to do. I stumbled and fell forward, skinning my knees and grinding stones into my hands. I scrambled back to my feet, praying he only tripped and fell. When I reached him, his leg was bent back and his eyes were squeezed shut.
There were no thoughts in his mind. It was hollow like an abandoned room, and when I tried to jack him awake, my efforts only echoed uselessly against the edges. I knelt down to shake him physically as well as mentally, desperate to reach him. “Simon!”
Then a red pool started to spread underneath him. No. My hands fluttered over him, landing where the bullet had gone in. A deep red circle spread from the dark hole. I pressed my hands to the spot and searched through his mind to find a way to fix him. Stop the bleeding! Stop! I commanded his brain, but I couldn’t make it comply. His mind was becoming less substantial with every passing second, as if it was fading away.
Simon, please wake up! His mind was more ghostly with each failing heartbeat. It sucked me in like a vacuum, deeper and deeper into nothingness. I had to pull back or be dragged into that blackness with him.
I was staring at him, hands pressed to his chest, when his last breath escaped him.
A shudder rippled through my arms. I stood and stepped back from Simon’s body. Anger, red and raw, boiled inside me. My hands clenched, sweaty and wet.
They should pay for what they had done.
I reached toward the guard tower, seeking out the sniper, but I was too far away. My legs sprinted forward, my arms pumping and my mind stretching. When I was close enough, I found the guard who had shot Simon. Who killed Simon.
He was still unconscious. I tunneled deep into his mind and slowed his heart. I wondered if he would die slowly like Simon, life leaking out of him, never knowing what happened. The gunman’s heart thudded, a slow gong in his chest, and his mind began to soften and grow empty, like Simon’s. Pictures of a young girl and a woman with brown, shining hair flashed through it. His daughter. His wife. He wanted to keep them safe from the dangerous jackers in the camp.
I jerked back out of his head and stumbled over a rock I couldn’t see through the blur of tears in my eyes. I fell and scraped my hands on the hard-baked ground. The pain raked through my mind like a razor-sharp claw.
What am I doing?
I wanted him to pay for killing Simon. But… those images… I couldn’t. I ground my hands into the fire-hot dirt as I pushed off the ground, standing and rubbing my eyes with the backs of my hands. Reaching forward again, I sped up the guard’s heart until it was beating normally.
Simon’s body lay in the dirt behind me. It was wrong that he was dead. Wrong that he was lying in the dust and would never get up again.
My feet were glued to the desert floor.
Simon should be coming with me. To convince me to live a life of lies with him. To start over somewhere new. To pretend that we were normal. He should be next to me, trying to get me to open the gates and free the Clan and the rest of the jackers the Feds had sent here.
The camp was a shrouded, desert-camouflaged mound in the distance. If I jacked the tower guard to open the inner gates, Molloy and his Clan would almost certainly kill the guards. And then the entire camp would be loose, heading to whatever town was closest in this desert wasteland. A thousand camp-hardened jackers descending on a town full of defenseless readers. A chill rippled through me, picturing what some of those jackers might do, then the chill settled into a cold pool in my stomach. Daniel and the other changelings like Laney—how could I leave them behind, stuck in prison full of monsters?
In the distance, a dust cloud trailed from a pair of trucks racing along the periphery of the fence. The other guards. They were coming, and I was still a thousand feet from the gate.
I promised I would let all the prisoners all go.
I lied.
My legs unlocked, and I raced toward the command tower, waking the guard and ordering him to open the outer perimeter gate. The oncoming trucks were much faster than me, but they were stuck hugging the edge of the fence. My legs burned as I ran, but a single thought seared into my head. A promise. I’ll come back for you. Somehow, I would free the changelings I was leaving trapped behind the camp’s fence. Somehow, I would make the Feds pay for killing Simon.
By the time I flew through the outer gates, the approaching trucks still weren’t close enough for me to reach. A truck parked near the gate had a passkey dangling from the dash. I jacked into the mindware interface, and the metallic taste stung the back of my tongue as I switched the truck to manual controls.
I climbed in and gripped the joystick, pulling onto the makeshift dirt road leading away from the guard tower. My hands felt slippery, like the joystick was greased. I glanced down to find it smeared with something dark and red. My stomach lurched, and I used my shirt to hastily wipe away Simon’s blood from the hard, plastic grip. I rubbed my hands on my shirt until the slippery feeling was gone. My chest was so tight that I could barely pull in a breath.
I left the jacker camp behind as fast as the truck would take me.






 

It had taken four washings, with soap, to get Simon’s blood off my hands.
The blood had seeped into my cuticles and under my fingernails and dried while I drove like mad away from the camp. I stuffed my blood-smeared t-shirt deep in the trash can of the Navajo Lutheran Thrift Shop bathroom and slipped my arms through the shirt I had stolen. My hands shook so badly, it was difficult to get the hot pink t-shirt over my head. Then I sat on the cold, miniature-tiled floor and hugged myself hard. My teeth chattered from the shaking, so I clamped my hand over my mouth and focused on breathing through my nose.
Simon was dead.
I couldn’t stop the bleeding. I couldn’t even wake him. He died alone on the desert floor. My stomach lurched, as it had countless times since I left the camp.
Simon had run out and gotten himself killed. But why? Why did he leave the truck, where he was safe, when all he had to do was wait for me to jack the guards?
I knew why, but the truth made me want to twist up my pink shirt and scream. He had told me why. “I don’t want you to get shot.” He had tried to draw their fire, by running out after me.
And it worked.
Tears spilled down my face, and I bunched my knees tighter to my chest, rocking back and banging against the tiled wall of the bathroom. He had sacrificed himself to make sure I got out, but it didn’t make sense that he would run out to catch a sniper’s bullet for me. We weren’t Romeo and Juliet in some demens tragedy. Or did he actually love me after all of the lies and betrayals?
Simon had lied to me from the beginning. He knew long before I did that I was different—that my Impenetrable Mind was unique, something he had never seen before. That my hard head and extra range gave me an edge over other jackers and the Feds. That I was something they didn’t expect.
That maybe I was the one who could change things.
Someone needed to free the changelings that were still trapped in the camp. And someone had to stop the experiments the Feds were conducting on kids like Laney. With my Impenetrable Mind and my dad’s help, maybe I could do more than just make things right at home. Maybe I could do something about those horrors. Then Simon’s death would count for something.
I suspected that Simon knew that too.
I angrily brushed the tears away to clear my vision. Simon had paid a huge price to make sure I got out of the camp. I wouldn’t waste that by crying in the bathroom and letting myself get caught again. The Feds were probably tracking me already.
I pushed myself up from the floor, clenching and unclenching my fists. Avoiding the mirror above the sink, I splashed my face several times and then cupped my hands, gulping down water to soothe my gas-ravaged throat. My hand didn’t shake so badly when I pulled open the bathroom door.
When I came into the thrift shop, I made sure the short Navajo woman behind the counter was busy folding scarves and the even shorter Navajo grandma was focused on sorting clothes in the back room, jacking them to ignore me as I left in my new hot pink t-shirt.
As I stepped out of the thrift shop, a blast of dry desert air whipped the tears off my face. When I had left the camp, the truck’s navigator had directed me northeast, across the hard-baked desert to a paved road, and fifteen miles later, I came upon the tiny town of Rock Point, Arizona. The Navajo Lutheran Church complex dominated the town, with a church and school in addition to the thrift shop. The buildings were old and too close together, as if frozen in time and covered with a hundred years of desert dust.
Patches of scrub brush were scattered between a half dozen trailers and a hydrogen charger station. I had left the truck where I had crashed it—smashed into a pole by the charger station that had appeared out of nowhere when I had tried to park under a covered awning. Driving was a lot simpler than parking, it seemed.
Maybe the Feds would come after me once they revived the guards and made sure there wasn’t a full-scale prison break. At the very least, they could track the truck’s navigator. I needed to keep moving, and for that I had to get a new vehicle.
I rounded the corner of the Thrift Shop, and my heart stuttered. A camouflage-colored military-style truck had parked behind my crashed one, half under the awning. I ducked back out of sight and tentatively reached out with my mind. One of the reinforcement guards from the camp was heading toward the charger-station shop. He was a reader, and I almost reflexively knocked him out, but that would only alert the Feds to my presence. And there might be more guards on the way.
I reached into the mind of the shop owner, an older Navajo man, and planted a sim. I made him believe he had seen me come in with the truck. I was driving erratically, as if maybe I had been shot. He saw my bloody hands when I came in, and I forced him to give me some food and water. Then I left out the back, heading out on foot into the scrub brush. When the guard entered his shop, the older man relayed my carefully crafted sim and conjectured that I must be heading out to the nearby sandstone bluffs to hole up in the caves there.
I quieted my gasping breaths while the guard hurried out of the shop, jumped in his truck, and chased my sim across the desert. I had bought myself a little time, but I didn’t know how much.
I reached back into the Thrift Shop to scan the minds of the two ladies. The younger one always left her rusted electric car unlocked and parked in back. I edged around the building and started it up. The manual joystick was difficult to turn, but I managed to quietly slide out onto Highway 191. Her relic of a vehicle didn’t have a navigator, so I lifted from her mind that civilization was to the south. The Feds shouldn’t be searching for me in an ancient electric car. I tried to drive like I hadn’t just broken out of prison.
The laser-straight road went on for an endless hour. I kept glancing behind me, expecting to see a military vehicle bearing down on me, but there were only scrub brush and low sandstone mesas to break up the scenery. At the first micro town, filled with whitewashed trailers and an enormous school in the middle of nowhere, I ditched the electric car and stole another one. I quickly got back on the road, but it seemed like I wasn’t moving at all, only replaying the same bit of dry, desert highway mile after mile. The brilliant blue sky was the same one I had seen overhead for the last two weeks in the camp, only now it wasn’t broken up by camouflage netting and it seemed almost too blue—like it had scared away the clouds with its brilliance.
The car was running out of charge, so I stopped at the next tiny Navajo town and switched vehicles again. The Feds seemed to have been thrown off, at least temporarily. The next car had a navigator and more range with its hydro power. I jacked into the mindware and set an autopath to Route 40 and got back on the road.
Route 40 seemed like a tremendously large highway on the navigator, yet it was only slightly wider than Route 191. Still, I headed west toward Winslow, which the navigator insisted had some decent rail transportation. I wasn’t sure where I was headed, only that I needed to be somewhere with people so I could hide among them until I figured out a plan.
It was one thing to want to take on the Feds and another thing altogether to know what to do. I was sure the Feds would keep looking for me, even if they were delayed by my sim. After all, by escaping their high-security camp, I had just proven I was a dangerous, new breed of jacker that could defeat their security measures.
Simon’s last breath kept playing over and over in my mind. I wished he had said something, or I could have read the remnants of his mind. At least linked in to let him know he wasn’t alone. And to say goodbye.
The afternoon sun blinded me with its glare. An hour later, arriving at Winslow seemed like returning to civilization. Terra-cotta shingle roofs and rows of slender adobe-colored houses spaced to meet the range codes sang of order and normal life. People bustled along the tourist shops and restaurants.
When I switched to manual controls and pulled up to a parking lot at the edge of downtown, I stopped at the entrance. How was I supposed to park in these tiny spaces that seemed barely big enough for a scooter? I was the clear master of preprogrammed autopaths on open stretches of desert road devoid of other cars, but I hadn’t taken any actual driving lessons. That was supposed to happen next summer, before I got my license. The idea of driving lessons seemed to belong to another lifetime. I circled the lot several times until I found three spaces together. I barely made it into the spot without crashing.
Before I left the car, I reached out to all the minds around me to turn their focus elsewhere. The tourist at the parking meter, the t-shirt vendor tending his cart, the waitress taking an order at the café—anyone that could possibly see or hear me. I was about to step out of the car when I realized that one man, the docent at the trading-post-turned-visitor-center, was a jacker.
Even in tiny Winslow, Arizona, there were jackers hiding in plain sight. It made me wonder how many thousands of us there were, all hidden in the reader world.
His mind barrier was weak, and I could have easily jacked in and controlled him. Instead, I slipped out of the car and padded across the parking lot in the opposite direction from the visitors’ center. If I avoided his notice, he wouldn’t detect the blank spot of my mind in the presence of all the readers.
Trinket shops and art galleries lined the main street, which traced old Route 66. I turned people’s heads away as I walked past. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, and an old-fashioned red-and-white diner beckoned from down the street. A bell tinkled as I opened the door. I made sure all seven occupants—including the fry cook—thought their hearing was impaired and kept their eyes away from the door where I stood.
Cherry pie rotated on a display on the counter. I took a slice and sat on one of the red vinyl stools welded to the floor in front of the bar. The waitress passed by without a glance and took a plate to one of the customers that she could see.
I was the Invisible Girl—again.
Maybe someday I would have a normal life, where I could walk into a diner and be served like everyone else. Simon had joined a gang of criminals and lied to everyone he knew, just to have a chance at that. Laney never had the chance to lie, her abilities betraying her before she could even try to pretend.
Now she was in a government medical facility somewhere, and no one knew about it. No one knew Simon was dead. Only the Feds, with their secret jacker camp, had any idea what was going on. And if they caught up to me, I would disappear for real, like Laney and Simon.
They probably had an all-points bulletin out for me already.
Cameras!
I scanned the room wildly for a moment and let out a long low breath when I saw there were no cameras in this tiny diner off Route 66. But that wouldn’t be true everywhere. I needed to be more careful.
I went to find a fork and grabbed a glass of water from the half dozen the busboy had queued up. My throat was still recovering from the gas and the desert and the hours of driving, so I took my time with the bites and sips. When I was done, I stacked my dishes by the busboy’s pile and opened the door slowly to avoid ringing the bell.
Across the street from the diner was the Posada Hotel, which the navigator had told me was also the train station. Crossing the red cobbled road, I ducked into the shaded arches that framed the train station entrance. I shoved open the green dust-covered doors and stepped into the dark polished-wood interior.
 The schedule board showed two daily trains out of Winslow—one heading west to Los Angeles, and one heading east to… Chicago. An empty feeling hollowed out my bones.
Chicago.
Home.
It was dangerous to go home. Probably the worst place I could pick. But I needed my dad’s help to figure out a plan. And part of me still wanted to know why he hadn’t told me the truth, leaving me to the mercy of Simon and the Clan.
I focused on the schedule. The eastbound train came once each day at six in the morning. That was more than twelve hours away. The empty train depot had no cameras, only southwestern artwork on the walls. I slipped through the doors connecting the train station to the hotel. As long as there were no cameras, I could persuade the hotel clerk to give me a room. I would hole up until the train came and hope the Feds didn’t find me before morning.
Then I would go home and make things right.






 

The rumbling sounded like far-off thunder, but I knew it was only the crack of the rifle.
A changeling zigzagged across the desert, her bare feet kicking up puffs of dust as she ran. I lined up my sights, correcting for the distance, the rippling atmospheric effects of the heat, and the motion of my target: a dangerous mutant jacker escaping from prison. All I had to do was gently squeeze the trigger and her blood would soak into the parched ground…
I gasped and bolted upright on the fold-out sleeper bench. I reflexively reached out to scan the occupants of the train, but there were still no jackers on board. Fields of prairie grass whipped past the window.
I wasn’t a sniper. I didn’t kill anyone. I was heading home.
The night before had been a fitful struggle to sleep as I twisted myself up in the hotel sheets only to wake and untwist them again. Fatigue pulled on me the next morning, so I opted for a sleeper cabin on the train. Jacking an image of my Grandma O’Donnell into the conductor’s mind, along with a postcard I had stolen and ripped into the size of a train ticket, had won me a tip of his hat and an escort to my room. He offered the seventy-five-year-old woman he saw before him a bottle of water and left me in a room that was slightly larger than my closet at home. I locked the thin, metal door and sank deep into the sofa. The motion of the bullet train lulled me into a stupor, while we rocketed toward Chicago. Sleep must have claimed me… until the nightmare had startled me awake.
I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes to clear the remnants of sleep and swung my feet over the edge of the sofa.
So far, the Feds hadn’t come crashing through the door of my micro-sized cabin. Maybe they had given up looking for me altogether. Or maybe they were waiting at Chicago’s Union Station to arrest me when I disembarked. My luck didn’t go so far as to have no cameras at the guard gate back at the camp. They could probably figure out who had escaped, in spite of not doing a regular attendance roll-call at the camp.
Even if I wasn’t caught on camera, they might piece it together once they found the dead boy in the desert. I wondered what they had done with Simon’s body. My stomach twisted as I pictured him dying under my hands. The true memories of the smiles and kisses were swallowed up by that last moment. At least my memories of Simon were in my mind somewhere and hadn’t been stolen.
Unlike Raf, whose memory had been wiped by Agent Kestrel. Raf remembered nothing of that night at the warehouse when he found out my secret and held my hand and told me that everything would be fine. But that memory was emblazoned in my mind. Someday, I hoped Kestrel would pay for stealing Raf’s true memories. In the meantime, I wanted Raf to know the truth.
About me. About everything.
I lay back on the foam-cushioned bench and imagined the words that I would use to explain. Hours of train ride lay ahead of me, plenty of time to choose my words and plan for station cameras and transportation. I only hoped there wouldn’t be jacker FBI agents waiting.


I stole a Cubs baseball hat from a poor kid who was coming to Chicago New Metro to visit his grandma. There was no way to make up for it, so I erased the memory of the hat from his mind. I shuffled through the Union Station crowd, clutching a stolen jacket and ducking my head away from potential cameras. Halfway to the transfer station, I changed my mind and reached back to restore the boy’s true memory. Better to think he lost it, than to have a memory stolen from him, no matter how small.
I gave a fake tally card to the station attendant and got a transfer ticket that would take me out on the T-94, with a switch to the T-41 taking me all the way to Gurnee. Ancient brownstones whizzed past my window seat, jammed up against one another. I shuddered at the idea of so many people living so close together. The sun sank below the horizon and transformed the Chicago skyline into jagged glittering teeth. I was glad I would be out of the city before it got dark.
When I finally reached the Gurnee stop on the T-41, I was momentarily confounded. The autocab wouldn’t accept a fake tally card, and I didn’t have any real unos on me, so I ended up walking. The trim, neat yards and equally-spaced, spindly houses of my town looked the same, but my skin prickled as though every darkening shadow held a jacker agent. I reached out and swept the neighboring streets, just to be sure.
I stopped several blocks away from my house at a park where Raf and I used to play as kids. I reached across the suburban houses to scan my home. It was one thing to suspect the Feds might stake out my house, and quite another to find two jacker agents parked outside. I slumped into a swing and pumped my legs. The street lights flickered on to hem the edges of the park with spotlights. The swings and I were hidden in the gloom.
I brushed the agents’ minds, keeping it light so they wouldn’t sense me. They were watching the Cubs game on their phones and not paying much attention to their stakeout. I flitted across the minds inside my house and was surprised to find Seamus home, as well as my mom and dad. Of course they would have recalled my dad back from his overseas duty when this whole thing went down, but Seamus should be at school. Mom seemed to agree, as she was deep in an argument with him about returning to West Point.
The hard marbles of the agents’ presence were jacked into both their minds, yet were strangely absent from my dad’s mind. It wasn’t because he had an Impenetrable Mind like me. I could easily have pushed past his medium-hard mind barrier, if I wanted. My dad wasn’t a linker, but he wasn’t the strongest jacker I’d come across either.
Just average.
My shoulders sagged. Maybe my dad wouldn’t have the answers I needed after all.
The agents probably stayed out of my dad’s mind by the same kind of jacker code that existed in the camp—jacking into a jacker’s mind was asking for a fight. Unless he was working with them. A shiver ran down my back. No. My dad seemed to tolerate the agents’ presence in Mom’s and Seamus’s minds as a condition of staying in our home.
I swallowed. The Feds might arrest my family too.
I couldn’t reach any deeper into Mom’s or Seamus’s minds without alerting the agents. They weren’t very strong jackers, and I could probably knock them out before they suspected my presence. But why wouldn’t the Feds put their strongest jackers on surveillance duty? Maybe it was a trap. If I knocked them out, the Feds would swoop in and capture me. Or worse, take my family, once they knew I was watching. Make me turn myself in.
The park grew darker as the last of the sun’s light disappeared from the day. The agents couldn’t know I was home, but I needed help and answers from my dad. He paced alone in his room, and his thoughts skittered between hatred for Agent Kestrel and ways to convince him to release me from the camp. Well, we had our feelings for Agent Kestrel in common. My dad sat down on the edge of the bed and nervously bounced his leg.
I hesitated, afraid he might inadvertently tip off the surveillance crew outside. I took a deep breath and linked a thought to him. Dad. His mind-scent reminded me of early morning dew.
He jerked up from the bed. Kira! The thought was so strong, I was afraid he had said it aloud.
Be quiet! They might hear you. I almost jacked in and made it a command, which made my stomach clench. I wanted answers, but not the way Molloy got them out of Simon.
It’s okay. The agents outside aren’t monitoring my thoughts.
I know. I wanted to explain, yet at the last second, I held back. If my dad knew what I was capable of, Kestrel could drill through his mind to find it. It was dangerous to talk to my dad at all, but I needed his help.
Kira, where are you? he thought. I’ve been trying to get you released. How did you get out? His mind was a jumble of guesses, but I couldn’t tell him anything about that without tipping my hand to Kestrel.
That’s not important. He reached out and searched for me, but he couldn’t sense me three blocks away in the park. His reach was the same as an ordinary jacker. And you should stop reaching for me, in case you alert the agents.
Right. He pulled back and tried to figure out how I reached him if he couldn’t reach me. Then a dread filled him, as he wondered what else I could do that he couldn’t.
This sparked a flare of anger that I threw at him. Why didn’t you tell me you were a jacker?
He cringed under the force of my thoughts, and I pulled back a little. I’m sorry, Kira! We didn’t think… your mom and I thought it would be best if you didn’t know. Until you were older. And then you didn’t change, and we thought maybe…
You thought I would be a zero, like Grandma. I didn’t try to hide my bitterness. No sense letting the family mental reject in on the big family secret: hey Kira, not only aren’t you a reader, you’re not a jacker either! Sorry about your luck. In some twisted way, maybe they were trying to spare my feelings, but it only felt like lies.
Grandma O’Donnell was a jacker, Kira, he thought.
My thoughts turned upside down. What?
She was one of the very first ones, and a strong jacker, too, he thought. But she saw what happened to her dad. You remember the experiments the government did on Great-Grandpa Reilly and the other early readers—she didn’t want that happening to her.
So, she pretended to be a zero? For her whole life?
Yes, he thought. It upset your mom a lot.
Because she was embarrassed. I know. The bitterness came back, a foul taste in my mouth. No one had ever said it out loud, but I had always known. Appearances were important to my mom, even in her semi-heremita lifestyle. I had embarrassed her, just like her mom.
No! Anger colored his thoughts. Because your mom had to keep it a secret from everyone. You know how hard it is for readers to keep secrets.
A dull ache pulled at my chest.
My reader-mom had to keep Grandma O’Donnell’s jacker-secret her entire life. No wonder my mom kept her distance from people outside the family. Grandma’s secret had cost my mom a lot.
The stars peeked through the nighttime haze at the park. If I had known my mom was so good at keeping secrets, I would have trusted her with mine. And if she knew Grandma’s secret, then she must have known Dad’s too.
So when Mom met you…
I knew she could keep my secret as well, he finished.
But you didn’t think I could! Never mind that I had lied to them; they had lied to me first.
You were young, and we thought you might still change, he thought. It’s hard enough for adult readers to keep secrets, but for changelings it’s practically impossible.
We couldn’t have your changeling thoughts running around the school.
Well, thanks for nothing! I pulled out of his head, all the way back to my own. The swing had come to a rest, and my feet dragged in the wood chips piled below it. I kicked them, and they flew out and disappeared into the millions of wood chips filling the park. I knew Dad was right, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. I curled my fists around the swing chains and wondered if they had told Seamus. Did he know the big Moore family secret, all this time? That generations of mutant jackers filled our family tree?
My mouth fell open. Family tree.
I reached across the quiet suburban blocks and linked back into my dad’s mind. Dad…
Kira! Oh, thank god! Kira, please, please don’t leave again! His mind was in a full-blown state of panic. I almost lost you before. Please don’t disappear like that. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you the truth. We should have. We should have warned you…
Dad! I cut off his rambling thoughts. Dad, it’s okay. I get it. You didn’t know if I could keep the secret or not. My mind raced ahead. I think I understand now. Why I’m… I didn’t want to say what I was. There were some secrets I had to keep. Why I’m different. Jackers don’t always have jacker parents, right? Laney and Simon’s parents hadn’t been jackers, but apparently my family was filled with them.
Right, he thought. The government’s not sure if it’s genetic or not. It could be the environment changing everyone again, like the first readers. Or maybe both—maybe the genetic component only gets expressed under certain conditions.
But Seamus isn’t a jacker, right? I needed to make sure my miniature theory held up to the facts. And neither is Mom.
That’s true… he thought. What are you getting at, Kira?
I’m the only female in our family that has jackers on both sides of the family.
The same gears were clicking into place in my dad’s head. So, if there was such a thing as a jacker gene, and it was carried on the female X chromosome…  
I just got a double dose of it. Finally, something was making sense in the world. Which is why my abilities are… different.
My dad’s mind raced as he agreed it was possible. A picture of Agent Kestrel flashed through his mind, which reminded me I didn’t actually know what my dad did for the Navy.
Don’t tell me you’re working with Agent Kestrel. He’s the one who sent me to the camp in the first place.
Of course not! A wave of disgust flavored his thoughts.
Can’t you do something to stop him?
Use some of your Navy connections to keep him from sending jackers to the camp?
Kestrel’s too powerful, he thought. I couldn’t even convince the FBI to release you! Kestrel’s the head of
a Task Force conducting experiments on jackers.
Experiments. Maybe my dad knew where Kestrel had sent Laney. Dad, where does Kestrel take the jackers he experiments on?
I don’t know, he thought. All I know is that he’s in charge of the program, and he’s on a personal mission to stop jackers. He’s been searching for a genetic link for some time. The government wants to keep more jackers from being made, or born, or whatever. They want to control it. My dad’s mind filled with horror. Kira, you could be the genetic link he’s looking for.
The temperature around me seemed to drop ten degrees. I had just put the biggest secret of all into my dad’s mind. Right where Kestrel could find it.
Dad… I didn’t want to link what I was thinking to him.
My dad’s mind was cranking to a panicked state again. Kira! he thought. Kira, he can’t find out about this.
Dad, no… I couldn’t do it. My stomach clenched just thinking about it.
You have to erase that idea from my mind. His thoughts were firm, resolute.
My mouth had gone dry in the cool New Metro night air. I didn’t want to do it. Not even a little.
Can you do it, Kira? my dad insisted.
I swallowed down the dryness. Yes.
Then do it. Now.
I tried desperately to find some other way to keep the idea from falling into Kestrel’s hands. My father’s thoughts showed that Kestrel paid him regular visits to see what he knew. Kestrel had too much power over him. There would be no keeping it a secret.
So I did it. My stomach twisted as I unwound our conversation, back to the point where my dad was apologizing profusely about keeping dangerous secrets from his baby girl. The one he had tried so hard to protect. The one he was protecting now, by having me erase part of his mind. A lump rose in my throat.
Kira, please, please don’t leave again! His mind had rewound back into panic. I almost lost you before. Please don’t disappear like that. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you the truth. We should have. We should have warned you…
Dad, it’s okay. You didn’t know if I could keep the secret or not.
The relief in his mind tore at me. That he didn’t know what secret I was keeping. That he couldn’t ever know. I know you can keep these secrets now, Kira, he thought. You could still join the jacker bureau. I’m sure they would take you. It’s the only way; you know that, right? You could even work with me in Naval Intelligence. We need strong jackers there, and you could do good things. Positive things. You would be a tremendous asset to your country, Kira. But you need to turn yourself in.
The tears in my eyes made all the woodchips run together, like one big lumpy mass of destroyed trees lurking outside the spotlights of the street lamps. I can’t do that, Dad. Give Mom my love, okay? Seamus, too. I pulled out of his mind so I wouldn’t have to listen to any more of his impassioned pleas. My heart sank like a stone, and tears rolled off my cheeks onto my dirt-stained shorts.
Going home wasn’t an option for me anymore.


I wasn’t quite sure how I ended up in front of Raf’s house.
The walk from the park was a haze, as though my mind had been emptied of everything but echoes. Like Simon’s mind before his death. Like I was fading away. I shivered and pulled my oversized cargo jacket tighter around me.
My dad couldn’t help me. I couldn’t go home. I was on my own.
Simon was right after all. The best we could hope for was a life on the run. Go somewhere and disappear. Blend in. Pass for a reader. Hope that the Feds never caught up to me.
Anger boiled some life into me. Maybe I couldn’t go home. Maybe Kestrel had too much power for my dad to stop him. But I was something Kestrel didn’t expect.
I was different.
It was time to make that count. Time to stop the horrors that Kestrel was putting the changelings through. I’d made a promise, and I was going to do everything I could to keep it. I wasn’t at all sure I could find Laney or get the others out of the camp without getting sent back there myself. But I was going to try.
Before I did, I had to make things right with Raf. I might not get another chance.
The brightly lit windows on the top floor of Raf’s house told me he was awake. There were no jacker agents keeping guard over Raf. Maybe they didn’t think Raf meant that much to me.
They were wrong.
I brushed the minds inside Raf’s house. Mrs. Santos was watching a Brazilian soap opera and weeping at some awful love scene. She probably wouldn’t notice me sneaking up the front stairs, even if I didn’t jack her thoughts away. Raf was on the third floor in his room, listening to that crazy synchrony music he likes. Cantos Syn.
I swept the neighborhood as well, finding nothing and no one out of place. Just to be sure, I pulled my hat lower and tucked in my chin as I crossed the empty street. Stymied for a moment by the locked front door, I sighed and jacked Mrs. Santos to come downstairs to unlock it. Once she returned to the star-crossed lovers on the sim-cast, I opened the door and tiptoed up the three flights to Raf’s room.
He hadn’t heard me come up, with his wireless ear buds cranked to eardrum-damage mode. He hummed the song in his mind, some musically tortured thing about loving and losing. The scent of linen and fresh spring air seeped into my mind, and somehow it fit him perfectly. All the words I had conjured on the train had vanished.
I took a deep breath and stepped into his room.
His mouth dropped open. “Kira!” He jumped up from the bed where he had been sprawled and tugged the ear buds out. They stopped buzzing when he tapped them. “What…? How did you…?” He wavered, then stood straighter. “You’re back.” The last part was an accusation. An image sprung up in his mind of me and Simon, kissing and running our hands over each other. Seeing Simon alive again, if only in Raf’s mind, made my throat close up.
There was no point putting off the inevitable, so I linked a thought to him. I’m back.
Raf’s eyes went wide. He took a half step back and bumped into the bed. I can read you now… His thoughts swirled around questions he had been asking himself ever since I had disappeared. Why had I run away with Simon? Why had I picked Simon over him? He tried to push those thoughts aside and directed one thought to me. So, did Simon get tired of you and send you home? His thoughts were like tiny knives stabbing my heart.
Simon’s dead. I blinked back the tears that pricked my eyes. Crying over Simon in front of Raf would be a tragic mistake.
What? Raf took a tentative step toward me, then stopped. I wished he would close the five feet between us and hold me in his arms, but anger and confusion held him back. What happened? Are you okay?
Was I okay? No, I wasn’t. Not in the slightest. I pulled away from the stray daggers of thoughts in his mind and struggled with what to tell him. He frowned like he was trying to hear my thoughts, but of course he couldn’t. He never would unless I wanted him to. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. My mind sputtered, and I tried to summon the right thing to say by staring at the floor.
“Kira, I can’t hear you anymore. What’s wrong? I don’t understand.”
I couldn’t keep the tears from falling in small splats on the wooden floor, and suddenly Raf was wrapping his arms around me. I sobbed into his shirt, bunching it in my fists and pressing it into my eyes. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” he said softly, holding me tighter. “Whatever’s wrong, we’ll figure it out.”
There were so many things I needed to tell him, I didn’t even know where to begin. I was a jacker. No, I was a mutant jacker. The FBI was after me and I couldn’t go home and the world had gone demens because kids like Laney were being experimented on and jackers like Simon were dead. I sucked in a breath and tried to control the sobs, and slowly the warmth of Raf’s arms calmed me. I laid my head on his chest and pressed my ear over his heart. Its beat was strong and a little too quick.
I linked back into his mind, and his thoughts were a jumbled mess—happiness that he was holding me, anger at whatever trouble Simon had gotten me into, confusion about what to say and do to help me. I ached to soothe his mind, but anything I told him would do the opposite. So I lingered for a moment, resting against his chest and gathering my courage to tell him all the truths I had been hiding for so long.
Finally, I picked my head up and leaned away from him so I could see his face. I’m not really a reader, Raf.
I’m something different.
His eyebrows arched slightly. Well, I can read you again now. Does it just fade on and off like that?
No. I don’t read minds at all. I control them. It’s called mindjacking… I stopped at the incredulous look on his face, and then anger flashed across his mind.
Is this some kind of joke? he thought. His arms had loosened their hold on me, and I missed the feeling immediately.
The joke was on me. No. I really can control minds.
Raf dropped his arms away from me. What kind of game is this?
It hadn’t occurred to me that Raf wouldn’t believe me. Before, at the warehouse, he had understood, but then he had seen it in action. I reached down to the living room and jacked Mrs. Santos to bring Raf a glass of water. She jumped up from the sofa and hurried to the kitchen.
This is no game, Raf. I wish it was. I’ll prove it to you.
Okay…
I just told your mom to bring you a glass of water. She’s on her way. Her footsteps were coming lightly up the two flights of stairs. We both turned to the open doorway. She won’t see me, because I control what she sees and hears.
Mrs. Santos’ thin frame appeared in the doorway, and I jacked her to ignore me. She stepped quickly past me to hand Raf the glass of water. Her eyes had the purposeful look of someone whose actions were being commandeered, and her thoughts were the endless loop of a jacked mind. And Raf could hear that. Bring Raf some water. Bring Raf some water. Some water…
Raf stared after her as she left his room. His face had lost some of its color. He backed all the way to the bed again and shakily set the water down on the end table. His fear was a bitter taste on my tongue. All of a sudden, I wasn’t the girl he had always known and loved. I was some kind of monster instead.His thoughts made me cringe. Raf was more right than he knew.
Stay away from me, he thought as he edged around the bed to put even more distance between us.
Raf, I’m not going to hurt you…
He clenched his hands to his head. “Stay out of my head!” The harshness of his voice made me step back. I pulled out of his mind, mostly because his thoughts were slashing through my heart. That he should have known there was something wrong with me. That he should never have trusted me.
“Raf, please…” The words stopped in my throat. He didn’t trust me, and why should he? I had done nothing but lie to him all along. He didn’t remember when I had finally told him the truth and that I was sorry. He didn’t remember any of it.
The shiny wooden floor blurred as the tears returned to my eyes. I shuffled toward the door, but the doorway seemed to sway, so I held on to the doorjamb for a moment. I stumbled over the threshold, and my feet seemed to catch on the hallway carpet. I gripped the stair rail with both hands so my unsteady legs wouldn’t send me tumbling to my death.
When I was halfway down the steps, Raf called out behind me. “Kira, wait!”
I froze and slowly turned to look up at him. Mrs. Santos had heard him, so I commanded her to ignore any sounds from the third floor and redirected her to the soap opera. Raf teetered at the top of the stairs. I held my breath and waited for him to speak.
He bit his lip. “You can control me. Make me do what you want.”
I nodded, but didn’t say anything.
“But you’re not, right now, right?” I shook my head, still holding my breath. “You could hurt me. But you’re not. Why?”
I let out an exasperated breath. “Why would I hurt you, Raf?”
His face twisted, and I knew his thoughts without peering into his head. I had already hurt him. By choosing Simon, by not trusting him. By leaving.
“I… I never meant to hurt you, Raf, I swear it.” My voice was cracking but I pushed on. I had to get it all out, while I had the chance. Before he sent me away for good. “I was trying to protect you. There are others jackers, like me, and some of them are dangerous. I didn’t want you to get hurt, so I lied. But I shouldn’t have. I don’t want to.” My voice was rising as the hysteria climbed out of my chest. “All the lies are causing all the problems. I want it all to stop, Raf. That’s why I came back!” I was nearly shouting by the time I was done. I stopped and tried to get control of my ragged breathing.
“Will you tell me truth?” he asked. “All of it? Without that…” He stumbled over the word. “…jacking thing that you do?”
I nodded so hard my brain wobbled inside my head.
“Okay, well, come on up. We can, um, talk in my room.” He backed toward his room, not taking his eyes off me and keeping his distance, like I was a wild animal that might strike at any moment. I didn’t care. I was so elated, I nearly floated up the steps. Back in his room, he carefully sat at the head of his bed. I perched at the end of it, waiting.
“So, how does this jacking thing work?” he asked.
I took a deep breath and told him everything. How I discovered I could jack when I accidentally knocked him out. How Simon found out and convinced me he was the only one I could trust with my secret. How he lured me to the warehouse and tried to get me to join his Clan of criminal jackers.
Raf’s eyes grew wide when I told him how I had saved him from the Clan, but we had been caught by Agent Kestrel. I explained that Kestrel had stolen his true memories, so he didn’t remember any of it. He was looking pretty shaken, so I stopped there.
I edged toward him. He watched me closely, keeping his back braced against the headboard and his legs folded underneath him. I stopped moving. “I can’t give you your true memories back,” I said, “because I wasn’t the one who erased them. But I can show you what happened that night. If you want.”
“You’d have to get into my head to do that, right?” he asked.
“Yes. If you don’t want me to, that’s fine.”
“No. I want to see it.” He tensed, as though it might hurt. I scooted closer and took his hand, relieved when he didn’t flinch. I could have jacked the images into his head from the next street over—I just wanted an excuse to touch him again.
I replayed what I could remember of that night. Knocking out the Clan members was etched in my mind, but Raf pulling me out of the warehouse was kind of fuzzed out. I clearly remembered the warmth of his hand on mine and his forgiveness like a warm blanket after an endless time in the barren cold.
When I was done, I pulled out of his mind. His face pinched in as he puzzled through it. “So, Agent Kestrel erased my true memory of this. Made me think you had run away with Simon?”
“I hope to make him pay for that.” That earned me a smile that filled my entire body with sunshine. I wanted to tell Raf everything—every ability I had and every horror I’d seen. But I needed to be careful. I could only tell him things that Kestrel already knew. Raf would be even more helpless to keep secrets from Kestrel than my dad.
At least I could be honest about the lying.
“Raf, there are some things that I can’t tell you. Not many, but some.” I talked faster. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that Kestrel might find out—and that would be bad. For a lot of people.”
“Okay. I was never any good at keeping secrets anyway.” He smiled again, and I became very aware that my hand still held his. Raf had always told me how he felt, even though he didn’t have to and it probably hurt him when he did. My face ran hot with embarrassment for all the lies I had told, when he had never been anything but honest with me.
I pulled away and twisted my hands in my lap. “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you before, Raf.”
“Hey.” He edged closer. “Everything’s going to be all right. Just tell me what you can.”
And so I did. All about the horror that was jacker camp and Laney and breaking out. I went light on the details there, so Kestrel wouldn’t learn anything new. I told Raf how Laney had been kidnapped, and they were experimenting on her, and how I hated leaving behind the other changelings like her in the camp. I didn’t tell him how I had vowed to help them, if I could, because I didn’t want Kestrel to know.
I told him how the guard killed Simon, and he died bleeding in the desert, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Raf’s hand stole over mine when I paused and fought through the tears, not wanting to cry over Simon in front of him. When I had composed myself again, I wondered how I had ever doubted that Raf was the one I could trust.
I pressed on and told him how I’d been on the run, trying to stay invisible. The less Kestrel knew about the visit to my family, the better, so I left that out. And I didn’t tell him about my extra range or fighting off the gas—nothing that would show me to be different from any other jacker. Although Kestrel already knew some of it.
Raf was nodding when I finished. I was empty in a good way, like things that I had kept inside too long were finally out.
It made me light-headed.
“So, what are you going to do now?” Raf asked, his face wrinkled with concern. I had an urge to touch his forehead and smooth out the worry lines. But I kept my hand in my lap, not sure if he wanted my touch.
“I’m not sure.” I gave him a sheepish smile. “Actually, I have an idea, but I can’t tell you.” While I was explaining it all to Raf, a plan had slowly formed in my head. I would need some help to get the changelings freed from the camp, but that wasn’t the dangerous part, if you didn’t count the demens idea of going into the city late at night. Finding Laney would be the tricky bit, where things could go south in a hurry.
The less Raf knew about my plans, the better. For his own safety and to have any hope of pulling it off.
He refrained from asking me for more. He trusted me to tell him if I could. It was so much more than I deserved, but it was exactly what I needed.
That, and a change of clothes.
Raf let me use his shower and borrow his mom’s clothes. Mrs. Santos’s frilly red shirt and black skin-tight pants weren’t exactly my style. But they fit and weren’t caked with Arizona dust. Add in the Cubs hat and the oversized jacket, and I looked ridiculous. At least I was clean.
We stood at the top of the stairs to the front door, awkwardly wondering how to say goodbye. Mama Santos had gone to bed, never realizing that I had been in her house. Raf pressed a wad of unos into my hand.
I stuffed the bills in the pocket of his shirt. “I’m good.” There was very little chance I was coming back. Even if all my plans worked out, I couldn’t return home. It was too dangerous—for me and for everyone I loved. After I was through doing what I could for the changelings and Laney, I would go away somewhere. Start over. That was the best possible case—the worst being any number of ways I could get caught and sent back to the camp.
Besides, I owed Raf too much to take his money as well.
His face twisted. “Why won’t you let me help you?”
I decided to smooth away his worry lines this time and hoped he didn’t mind my touch. I wanted to kiss him but was afraid it might be too much. “You’ve already helped me so much.” Just having a plan and spending time with Raf had left me with a strange sense of elation. It was hard to contain my smile.
“Will you come back soon?” The longing in his eyes made my breath catch.
 I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t want to lie to him anymore. “If it’s possible. If it’s safe.” At least that much was the truth.
“That’s a lot of ifs.” He gave me an uncertain smile.
“I want to, Raf.”
He nodded, but the worried look was back. I reached up to hug him and then scurried out the door before I lost my nerve to leave him at all.






 

The vacant T-94 train car reminded me that the city at night was literally for the demens.
Once I arrived at Union Station, my transfer ticket put me on a bus, but I wished I had taken Raf’s unos so I could pay for an autocab instead. The bus to Tribune Tower was like a Halloween spook ride come to life. It was on autopath, probably because they couldn’t pay anyone to drive it.
Only impoverished fuzzheads or the demens lived in the crowded slums of the city, where the apartments were seldom up to range codes and people heard their neighbors’ thoughts in their sleep. The fuzzheads were usually harmless—the obscura dulled the part of their minds that received thought waves, but it also fuzzed out any other coherent thought. It was the demens that could be dangerous, with their brain chemistry permanently altered by the barrage of thought waves.
The scrawny guy with the backward t-shirt and hollowed-out eyes seemed too fuzzed out to be dangerous. The gnarled guy with the tin foil hat and the baggy coat was almost certainly demens. But he stuck to mumbling in the back of the bus, and I stayed up front. It was the lady in the skin-tight pink pants who kept wandering the length of the bus that had me the most worried. She talked out loud to someone named Freddie and had very colorful names to describe his unfaithfulness.
After about ten minutes, she finally lunged for me, thinking I was her phantom boyfriend, and I had to jack into the craziness inside her head. She dropped to the floor like a stone. The rest of the demens on the bus barely noticed. I pulled out of Pink Pants’s head quickly, but the demens state of her mind left a strange peppermint taste that burned my mouth. I stood up near the door of the bus, as far from the rest of them as I could. I was staying out of their heads, if at all possible.
I gathered my oversized jacket tight around me, warding off the crisp fall air, and skittered off the bus at my stop. The black glass towers of the city still sparkled with the lights of late-night workers. The Tribune Tower’s limestone blocks loomed above me, a grand building from Chicago’s past, with ornate buttresses lit up and garish at the top. Windows on several floors above the arched entryway shone with promise. My plan would only work if one of those late-night workers was a hard-working reporter looking for a tru-cast.
Reaching inside, I found a single guard in the lobby. I jacked his attention firmly on the ball game, which wasn’t hard since the game was in extra innings. The revolving brass doors gave way to a flush of warm air that brushed off the cold of the street.
 The guard’s large, black hands clutched a palm screen whispering the game. Security cameras glared at me from three different corners of the lobby. I pulled my cap down as I scurried past the guard, keeping my footfalls quiet through the metal detectors and to the elevators beyond.
The directory was a maze of names I didn’t recognize, but the reporters all seemed to be on the middle floors, in between the ground-level cast station and the executive suites above the 24th floor. I scanned the floors above me and found a couple of journalists on the fifth floor, some maintenance workers on floors seven and eight, and a lone reporter on the tenth floor, researching an article about pollution in the Chicago River. Dealing with one reporter seemed easier, so I punched the button for floor ten.
The tenth floor was only half-lit, in energy-saving mode. I wove through several darkened hallways before I found the reporter in a bright castroom with about two dozen workpods crammed together. She hunched in her chair and gazed at her screen, using mindware to sift through the Tribune’s archives.
I stepped quietly to her desk and skimmed her mind while I waited for her to notice me. Her name was Maria Lopez, and she had been a tru-cast reporter with the Trib for about ten years. When she finally realized I was standing next to her desk, she started so badly that she nearly fell off her chair.
Sweet Mother, you scared me! she thought, and then eyed me warily. Of course, she couldn’t read my thoughts, which instantly pegged me as a not-to-be-trusted zero. I linked into her mind quickly, because I didn’t want to lose her trust before I even got started.
I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to frighten you.
Relieved that I wasn’t a zero, she thought, It’s all right. I tasted her sour nervousness. Through her eyes, I looked demens, with my wacky outfit and the Cubs cap. My fellow bus travelers had probably thought I was one of them too. I resisted adding to the effect by laughing and took off my hat instead. Her shoulders relaxed.
Good. Because I have a tru-cast for you. I held back from jacking into her mind and making it a command. I wanted her to help me out, but only if she was willing. Otherwise, I would need to find someone else. It’s about people who can control minds.
Her eyebrows arched. She decided I was definitely demens, and she needed to call security. Well, maybe I could use that to make my point.
I think maybe you should leave, she thought, reaching for her phone.
You can call the security guard, but it won’t matter.
She directed her mindware phone to send a scrit to the security guard that she needed help with a guest on the tenth floor. She decided to keep me calm until he arrived.
Why won’t it matter? If you don’t mind me asking, she thought.
Because I’m one of the people that can control your mind. Her eyes widened slightly. She tried to keep her thoughts and face a calm mask, but her mind couldn’t help flitting around. Mostly wondering what flavor of demens thought they could control minds, and if that made them more or less dangerous. She shoved those thoughts to the back of her mind, still trying to appear calm. Oh? You can control minds? That’s very interesting.
More so than you can imagine. The elevator dinged its arrival in the distance. I lifted the name of the security guard from his mind. When George arrives, he won’t be able to see me.
Are you invisible? She decided I was probably a harmless flavor of demens.
Only when I want to be. It was one thing to misdirect people’s minds so they didn’t see or hear me, but something different to make myself completely invisible. I had changed my appearance before by jacking in a different image, but never made myself disappear altogether. Yet I was pretty sure I could do it. The mind was good at filling in things it thought it saw—or didn’t.
Maria smiled indulgently, waiting for George to take this somewhat entertaining demens off her hands so she could continue her research. As George entered the castroom, I jacked him to ignore me. I stepped to the side, flush against a wall covered with tru-cast awards, hoping that would make it easier for George’s mind to blend me out of existence. I jacked the command to him hard: I was invisible, nothing but air. When he approached the desk, his mind was already compensating for my appearance, like filling in a blind spot.
Did you need something, Ms. Lopez? His large frame filled the short entrance to the workspace, and his dark face glistened with the slight sweat he had worked up in his hurry.
Would you please escort my friend back to the lobby? I think we’re done here. Maria gave me that indulgent smile again and hoped that I would go willingly.
George scanned her workspace quickly. Sure, Ms. Lopez. Where’s your friend?
Maria’s smile died. She’s right there, George. She pointed and George’s eyes followed her finger and looked right at me. Or rather through me. His mind had decided I didn’t exist, so he only saw a wall filled with tru-cast accolades. He peered over the short workpod wall and scanned the rest of the castroom, looking for the mysterious guest.
I’m controlling what he can see. She jerked back from her desk as if I’d shocked her. She tentatively stood, hands rigid at her side.
George, is this a joke? Maria thought, her dark eyebrows pulled tight.
Joke? George echoed, still looking for the supposed intruder. Maria heard his echoing jacked thoughts, no one here, no one here. She unclenched her fists. George was searching her face now, wondering if she was all right.
Maria hastily thought, I must just be tired. I thought I saw someone. It’s okay, George, you can go now.
Are you sure, Ms. Lopez? George was genuinely concerned that she might be working too hard. She smiled in a reassuring way and tried to keep her thoughts focused on her apology.
I’m sorry to drag you all the way up here, she thought. I’m fine. I’ll be going home soon.
Okay, George thought. I’m gonna make sure to call you an autocab when you’re ready, Ms. Lopez. You know a nice lady like you shouldn’t be working late in the city. He slowly made his way out of the castroom, looking around to be sure he hadn’t missed something.
I had Maria’s full attention now. What’s going on? she demanded.
Can we sit down? This might take some time to explain. She narrowed her eyes, and motioned me to a chair in the corner of her workpod, which I dragged over to her desk. I had started the morning in Arizona, and fatigue was making my legs ache.
I settled heavily into the chair and started from the beginning. Somewhere partway through, Maria remembered she was a reporter and started taking notes on her computer. Doubts haunted the edges of her mind, but when I told her about the camp, she stopped writing altogether.
“Do you have any proof this place exists?” We had resorted to spoken language once she realized I was linking thoughts into her head. She didn’t care for that any more than Raf did.
“I know where it’s located.”
Her eyes went wide. “Coordinates?”
“Not exact, but it’s about 15 miles southwest of Rock Point, Arizona.”
Maria used mindware to pull up the latest satellite images of the area. She gaped at the screen. “There’s nothing 15 miles southwest of Rock Point.”
“Well, there’s camouflage netting over the camp. Maybe the satellites can’t see it? You should at least see the perimeter fence.”
She rotated the screen toward me. “No, I mean there’s nothing there.”
A grayed out area of the screen labeled Information Not Available spanned several miles of the desert southwest of Rock Point. I panicked for a moment, wondering if somehow I had it wrong, but Maria was shaking her head in amazement. “You’ve stepped into something serious here, Kira.”
“It’s really there! I know it is.”
“There’s definitely something there,” she said. “This is the satellite blockage that usually pops up over military facilities.”
I leaned back in the chair. She believed me. And while the camp was blocked from view, she knew that meant there was something to hide. I pictured all the trucks that went in and out of the facility. The Feds must not want any evidence of movement in the area.
“I’ll have to get someone out there. Maybe Mack could use that crazy new camera of his with the satellite linkage.” She was thinking out loud now. She was all-in.
“You need to be careful,” I said. “If the Feds find out what you’re doing, they may come in and wipe your mind, not to mention your computer.”
She blanched and pulled her hands back to her lap. “They can do that?”
“Yes.” If I linked into her mind, I could see if the hesitation on her face meant she was going to back out. But I’d promised not to do that, unless she asked.
She nodded to herself. “Then I better make some extra copies.”
She focused on the computer, making backups and sending files off to someone named Haggerty. I didn’t ask and waited a minute before I said, “I also need you to hold off for a couple days before you go public with this.”
She paused in her file manipulations. “Why? You said they were abusing kids in this camp? Don’t you want to stop that?”
I grimaced. “Of course!” The whole point of telling Maria about the camp was so she would blow the Feds’ cover, and they would have to release the changelings trapped inside. “But they’re also experimenting on kids somewhere else, and I need to find out where. That’s where I need your help.” She was still logged in, and I could reach into the mindware to retrieve the information I needed myself. But I didn’t want to abuse Maria’s trust if I didn’t have to.
“What do you need?” Her shoulders tensed again. She had probably been waiting for the other shoe to drop the whole time we were talking.
“I need the home address of Agent Kestrel. He works for the FBI in Chicago New Metro. He knows where the experiments are being conducted, and I need to find out where they’re keeping my friend Laney.”
She bit her lip. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”
“I only want the information.” It was a small lie, and I hoped it didn’t show. I wanted much more than information from Kestrel. Some payback for all he’d done would be nice. Maria didn’t need to know about that, and anyway I didn’t have it in me to kill him.
She focused on pulling the information from her system. I was probably asking her to break several laws to get it, but I didn’t care. If there was any chance of finding Laney and getting her out, I was taking it.
“Okay, here it is. He’s in Lincoln Park. Not too far, in fact.” She showed me the address on the screen, and I memorized it, briefly wondering why an FBI agent would live in the city with the demens.
“Thanks,” I said, getting up from my chair.
“Wait, you’re leaving?” she asked. “But I have more questions!”
“I need to go. If you don’t hear back from me in a couple days, it means they caught me. Maybe even sent me back to the camp. Go ahead and cast everything then. If you expose what they’re doing to the jacker kids in the camp, maybe you can even rescue me.” I put on a fake smile. It seemed all too likely that was how things would turn out.
She pulled a tiny ear-mount camera out of the drawer of her desk and clipped it on. “At least let me get you on camera before you go.” She tapped it and a small green light showed it was filming. “Tell me your name first, and then you can give me your true memories about the camp.”
I reached over and gently tapped the camera off. “You can’t show my face, Maria. Or mention my name.” I wanted to free the changelings, but what would the Feds would do to my dad if I went public with everything I knew? That was why I needed Maria. Besides, after this was all over, I planned to disappear. If my face was all over the tru-casts, exposing the camp and outing jackers everywhere, there would be nowhere I could hide.
“If I make it,” I said, “I’ll call you and answer all the questions you like.”
She slowly slid me her card. She obviously didn’t approve, but I didn’t need her approval, and I already had Kestrel’s address.
I tucked her card in my pocket and left.


I didn’t want to deal with another bus ride, but taking an autocab to Lincoln Park would cost real money. An all-night store next door to the Trib Tower made Simon’s beer-stop seem upscale. I stole a disposable phone and jacked the attendant to load a tally card with real unos, hoping the cameras didn’t get a good shot of me. After memorizing Maria’s number, I threw her card away. If I got caught again, I didn’t want them tracking back to her before she had a chance to do the tru-cast.
After hailing an autocab with the small, silver phone, I swiped my tally card to pay for the fare and programmed an autopath to Kestrel’s address. Turned out he lived in one of the rehabbed brownstones that had been brought up to range codes by reducing the number of occupants and restructuring the floors so there was additional space between them. That kind of rebuilt housing didn’t normally come cheap, but then Lincoln Park was still in the city, surrounded by crammed apartments and wacky neighbors. Maybe it was affordable on an FBI salary. I guessed Kestrel didn’t worry about living with the demens since he was a jacker.
I rubbed the fatigue from my eyes and scanned the ten levels of the apartment building. Only five were occupied, and Kestrel was asleep on the top floor in a light, scattered dream state. I was tempted to run a few nasty guilt-inducing dreams through his mind. Instead, I jacked him deep into unconsciousness, so he wouldn’t wake until I was ready. I convinced the bellman to accompany me to the tenth floor and unlock Kestrel’s apartment, erasing the memory from his mind once he was back in the elevator.
I hesitated at the open front door. Since Kestrel couldn’t get into my head, he couldn’t control me mentally. Yet I wasn’t strong enough to simply extract Laney’s location from his mind without help. And physically, I was still a sixteen-year-old girl up against a grown man, and I didn’t like those odds.
I carefully stepped into the tiny apartment. Apparently, an FBI salary didn’t buy you much floor space, even in the city. I checked that Kestrel was safely unconscious in the bedroom as I poked around his apartment. Maybe I could jack into his e-slate for information about Laney, if I could find it.
The apartment was immaculate, and I couldn’t find anything at all related to his work. He must keep his e-slate in his bedroom. And maybe his gun. I edged my way back to the bedroom. He was still breathing the deep, slow breaths of the unconscious. I switched on the light, knowing it wouldn’t wake him.
The bedroom was likewise spotless. I searched the walk-in closet, lined with identical navy G-man jackets and white, collared shirts. I was about to give up when I found his gun holster and cuffs hanging on the door. I took them down. Maybe I could use the gun to threaten him. Make him to tell me where Laney was without fighting him in his head. The hefty gun was cold and simply looking at it was making my hands sweat.
Maybe not. Plus, I didn’t want him to get ahold of it and shoot me.
I searched for a place to hide the gun where he wouldn’t find it, but where I could still grab it if things went badly. I pulled open a dresser drawer and started to stuff it under some t-shirts. Something dark and heavy was buried there.
Another gun.
I pulled the large-muzzled weapon slowly out of the drawer. It was a dart gun.
Kestrel may not be afraid of the demens, but he seemed to fear jackers. Which made sense, given all the ones he had sent to the Camp of the Flies.
I quickly checked all the other drawers and the nightstand by his bed. He didn’t have any more weapons stashed away. I buried his holstered gun deep in the bottom dresser drawer and dragged Kestrel across the bed to handcuff his limp arm to the bedpost. Dart gun in hand, I perched on the edge of the dresser facing him.
Time to wake up.
I jacked into Kestrel’s mind to bring him up from that deep unconscious state. It took him a minute to come to. He squinted at the lights shining behind me. When he realized he was cuffed to the bed, fear pulsed through his mind. He pushed me out of his head, and the pressure of his mind built on mine.
“You!” he hissed, and I wasn’t sure if he was angry or frightened. I didn’t care.
I shot him.
He stared in horror at the dart that had stabbed him in the chest, right through his navy-striped pajamas. It only took a few seconds for the juice to pull him under. Not so fast, Kestrel. I reached into his mind and sped up his heart. As it pounded blood through his system, it cleared out some of the drug. His mind-scent was pungent and made me gag on the peppery smell.
He awoke gasping for breath. Mentally hindered by the drug, he gave me a wild-eyed look and clutched his chest. He was convinced that I was giving him a heart attack. I figured now was a good time to ask.
“Where’s Laney?”
He couldn’t catch his breath to answer out loud. Don’t know anyone named Laney, he thought. With the drug inhibiting his brain, I could tunnel in and pull out the information I needed. I remembered the agonized look on Simon’s face when Molloy and Andre scoured his brain for the truth, and it wasn’t pretty. If Kestrel didn’t tell me soon, I’d do exactly that.
“Where are all the inmates you perform experiments on?” I slowed his heart rate a bit, so he didn’t burn through the juice too fast. I needed him impaired if I was going to dig through his mind. Red splotches mottled his face, and his breathing slowed.
He decided I didn’t have the stomach for killing. I’m not telling you anything, Kira. His hatred for me was like an acid stinging the back of my throat, and he struggled to push me out of his head again, but he was too weak. His eyes went wide and fear sped up his heart. I slowed it back down again, and he blinked, confused about what I was doing.
You’re lucky I’m not a monster like you, Kestrel. Although it was surprisingly satisfying to shoot you.
I’m not a monster, he thought. I send the monsters to the camp.
Is that how you justify sending little kids to that place? You’re one of us, Kestrel. How can you think that’s okay? I was wasting time talking to him, but I couldn’t seem to stop. Part of me wanted to know how he could do this to his own kind.
You don’t know what kinds of monsters are out there.
Oh, I have a pretty good idea. And I’m looking at one of them.
Surprisingly, he didn’t disagree, but the drug dose was fuzzing his thoughts. A picture flashed through Kestrel’s mind of his mother and father broken on the floor, eerily like Laney’s nightmares. Only this image was true, and the people were dead. Kestrel struggled to push me out of his mind again, his face twisting from the exertion.
I supposed that image of his family explained something about Kestrel, but I didn’t care. I only wanted to find Laney. Tell me where you keep them, I commanded. A picture of a familiar hospital floated up through his mind. The Great Lakes Naval Hospital, where my brother and I were born. My stomach flipped.
The hospital was enormous, filled with people and probably cameras. Not to mention it was on the base. Getting in would not be easy. I needed to know precisely where the prisoners were, if I had any hope of getting them out. Where? I commanded him again.
Kestrel resisted much harder this time. I jacked deeper into his brain. He let out a moan but couldn’t stop me from sifting through his true memories to find what I needed.
Kestrel walking down the stairs to the basement. There was a secure door, 1B, requiring the wave of a special passring he wore and entering a code. 0309. Someone’s birthday. No biometric IDs, so that would help. A hallway with holding cells and a room with double glass doors at the end. An experiment room. The smell of antiseptic choked me. A tray of needles and a girl strapped to a table. She had dark hair poking out of a cap on her head. Laney! A technician injected her with something. It was the second dose they had given her. She was unconscious and didn’t flinch when the needle went in.
I pulled out of the depths of his mind. They were already experimenting on Laney. I didn’t have any time to waste with Kestrel. I needed to get her out of the hospital now. If she was still there. If it wasn’t already too late.
You can’t stop them, Kira, Kestrel thought. This is bigger than just a few changelings. The people in charge of this… they won’t stop until they get what they’re after, no matter what you do.
Who were these people in charge, and what did they want? My mind flashed to the possibility that what they were after was me, the genetic link. But why? Were they just trying to stop more jackers from being made or born? Or was it something more than that? But Kestrel was stalling and I needed to get to Laney before it was too late.
No? Then maybe I’ll just stop you. I pulled completely out of his mind and waited until he opened his eyes.
Then I shot him again. “That’s for stealing Raf’s true memories,” I said as his mouth dropped open. I shot the final dart into his chest. “And that’s for killing Simon.”
Kestrel’s head lolled to the side as the drug took him.
“It’s better than you deserve.” As he slipped into unconsciousness, I wiped my entire visit from his mind. Part of me wanted him to remember that I had been the one to shoot him, to make him regret what he had done to Simon and Raf. But I needed to buy some time to get Laney out, and it wouldn’t help if he woke up knowing where I was headed.
I tossed the dart gun onto the bed. Dashing into the closet, I grabbed one of Kestrel’s jackets and a white dress shirt. I tugged the silver and blue passring off his limp hand and at the last minute, decided to wipe my prints off the dart gun and the other gun I had buried in the dresser drawer. I sprinted out of his apartment and took the stairs to the basement two at a time.
Laney was running out of time.






 

Cold frosted the air in the basement parking garage.
I used Kestrel’s passring to unlock his tiny blue hydro car, and I slipped inside to change into his clothes, tucking my disposable silver phone into the pocket of his oversized coat. I kept the Cubs hat, wrapping my hair into a knot and tucking it up under the cap. Even with rolling up the sleeves, his coat was still way too big, and of course, I looked nothing like Kestrel. But if I kept the hat low on my face, I might not raise alarms on the base surveillance cameras.
I linked into the mindware and set an autopath to the naval station. The adrenaline from my encounter with Kestrel faded on the way, and my eyelids drooped. The house lights blurred as the car wove through an endless stream of side streets. I forced my eyes wide-open again. Nodding off wasn’t a good idea.
I’d given Kestrel a triple dose of the juice, like I’d gotten in the camp, but his body had already fought off half the first dart. When he woke up, the cuffs and lack of memory would slow him down, but he would surely notice his passring was missing. I cursed myself for forgetting to take his phone. He might piece it together and call ahead to warn them.
In any event, I had to get Laney before they injected her with any more “medicine.” A midnight sneak-and-rescue wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had, but daytime on base property wouldn’t be any better.
The hospital was right off the main drive, easy to find, and my dad had brought us on base a few times, mostly for trips to the hospital for broken bones (my brother) and appendicitis (me). But that was different than spiriting someone out of a secure prison in the basement.
I switched to manual controls as I got close. The front drive looped around and ran past the main gate and a smaller entrance that led to the hospital. I turned into the guard station and hoped that a late-night visit by Kestrel wasn’t enough to draw the portly guard out of his comfortable shack.
Keeping my head down so that the hat shielded my face, I waved Kestrel’s passring at the ID scanner and jacked an image of his smiling face into the guard’s head. The guard gave me an uncertain wave as the scanner flashed green. I reminded myself that Kestrel wasn’t exactly the friendly type and killed the smile. I took the guard’s wave as a pass to move on.
The hospital stood a couple hundred yards past the gate, spotlights lighting up the white bricks and leaving the corners in jagged shadows. I clenched the joystick. The parking lot to the right was nearly empty and I managed to avoid crashing into the few cars there.
The hospital was close enough that I could reach all fifteen levels from the car. I quickly located two guards that knew classified things happened in the basement—a reader at the front desk scanning a bank of camera images and a jacker guarding a corridor in the basement. The jacker’s mind barrier was the hardest I’d ever felt, like granite under my whisper reach. I jerked back when he had a glimmer of awareness of my presence.
I wished I had saved one of those darts I used on Kestrel.
Besides the guard, the basement held two medical personnel and eight inmates. The prisoners were all unconscious, with six sleeping under a light dose of the juice and other two under heavy sedation. They were all changelings, and I searched each one until I found Laney.
I gently probed for those soft dead spots that I had felt in the returnees to the camp. Only her typical nightmares raged through her head as she slept. Whatever they had injected her with so far hadn’t done any major damage. I sighed in relief and nudged her dreams toward a happy park scene with her family. I projected myself into her dream and told her I was coming for her. Soon. I would check the rest of the changelings after I got them out.
The jacker guard in the basement was going to be a problem. And getting eight kids out unnoticed? I had no idea how that was going to work. Especially when two of them were knocked out. Besides, the eight of them wouldn’t fit into Kestrel’s tiny car.
As I sat in the parking lot, pondering my options, the answer drove past my nose. A linen service truck rumbled by, headed away from the hospital. I jacked into the driver’s mind and ordered him to return to the loading dock, which was deserted. I put him under a command to fold sheets in the back of the truck, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last. All the more reason to get in and out quickly, before our ride remembered he had somewhere else to be. I hustled to the main entrance of the hospital where the camera-watching guard was stationed.
People milled about in the reception area, visitors and patients waiting for their appointments or to see their loved ones. It was surprisingly busy for so late at night, but I guess sickness didn’t have a schedule.
A janitor was cleaning the glass windows of the gift shop, and a guard and receptionist waited at a large, central check-in desk. I easily jacked the dozen people in the lobby to look the other way, but I nearly stumbled over my own feet when I linked into the janitor’s mind and he struggled unsuccessfully to push me back out. We locked stares for a moment before I pulled out of his mind and he slowly turned back to his window and resumed cleaning. I lightly brushed his mind, and it was soft like a changeling’s, even though he looked at least thirty-five.
Linker. That explained why he hadn’t reacted to my feather touch before and I must have missed him. He seemed willing to ignore me, and I certainly didn’t need any extra trouble.
I focused on the guard and receptionist. They needed to believe I was Kestrel, just checking in on the patients in the basement. That way I wouldn’t have to jack the camera guard all the time while I was busy rescuing changelings. If he saw me on camera, traveling through the hospital, and he thought I was Kestrel, he wouldn’t sound any alarms. It might buy me a little time.
I kept my cap low and waved Kestrel’s passring by the scanner. When I jacked Kestrel’s image into the receptionist’s mind, I didn’t smile or wave and planned to brusquely stride past.
But she smiled instead of waving me through. Late night, Agent Kestrel? There was a casual flirtation in her thoughts and a background hope that he might stop for coffee this time. I cringed internally and tried to figure out Kestrel’s most likely response.
A tight smile seemed about right. Yeah. Never ends, does it?
She flashed a brighter smile, not expecting that much. Maybe some coffee when you’re done?
I put some warmth into Kestrel’s smile, but my stomach was a hard knot. Maybe next time. I’ll be a while tonight. She was only mildly disappointed. Luckily, the whole interchange had the effect of making the camera-watching guard avert his eyes and return his attention to the celebrity magazine on his tablet.
I kept my pace measured, but quickly turned the corner to the central elevator bank. There were no stairwells. In the cancer ward next door, the minds of the attendants told me the stairs I needed were in the back corner of the hospital. That would work well for my plan to sneak the inmates out through the loading dock and must be how secret patients were usually transported in and out of the hospital.
I pulled open the ward’s double doors and jacked minds to look the other way as I strode past curtained beds and medical equipment. To have any hope of taking on Granite Guard downstairs, I needed help. A nurse hurried past, making rounds and administering medications. I commandeered her and her tray of meds, but none of them were high-powered sedatives. She had the authority to sign meds out of the lockup, which I directed her to do. She estimated it would take several minutes for a syringe full of sedatives to take effect.
I was really regretting not bringing the dart gun. I decided to commandeer a very large orderly as well.
The three of us—the nurse armed with her syringe, the burly orderly, and me with my Impenetrable Mind—left the ward together. I hoped that Granite Guard wouldn’t sense me coming. The blank spot of my mind should be invisible next to the nurse and orderly, as long as he didn’t detect my presence in their minds. Kestrel’s passring got us past the scanner at the stairwell door, and we descended the metal staircase, our footsteps echoing loudly off the white concrete walls. I reached back to check that the camera-watching guard wasn’t alarmed by my unusual escorts. Then again, maybe Kestrel brought people down here all the time.
Down one flight of stairs was a door labeled 1B. The stairs continued down another level, but this was the door from Kestrel’s forced memories. I very gingerly reached out to brush Granite Guard’s mind and yanked back when he immediately sensed my presence. That might have lost us the element of surprise, which was almost all we had in our favor. I quickly pressed the passring to the door scanner and punched in the code. It opened to a short, gray concrete hallway with Granite Guard sitting in a chair at the far end, propped up against a metal door. His fatigues complemented the military weapons magazine he was reading.
His head snapped up as soon as we stepped through the door.
I needed to get closer before he figured out what was wrong, but it was too late. We’d only gone a few steps down the thirty foot hallway, when he pushed me out of the nurse and orderly’s minds and pressed on mine. I jacked back in, and they stopped in their tracks, while he and I wrestled in their minds. The guard charged toward me. I could barely press on his mind barrier, much less control him.
I grabbed the syringe out of the nurse’s hand. When Granite Guard reached me, I whirled and shoved the syringe into his neck, hoping to get lucky and hit a vein. He roared and yanked out the syringe, and it clattered on the concrete floor. He closed his enormous hand around my throat and pinned me against the wall. All of his attention was focused on trying to jack into my mind. Stars swam before my eyes, but instead of fighting Granite Guard, I jacked the orderly, who grabbed the guard from behind and caused him to lose his grip on me.
I fell hard to the floor and scrambled away. The nurse stood like a frozen mannequin, so I commanded her to grab the guard as well. While the orderly and nurse clung to him like errant children, I sprinted down the corridor to the door. I waved Kestrel’s passring by the control pad and punched in the code as quickly as I could.
Then I saw the gun.
The guard had managed to pull it out while wrestling with the nurse and orderly. I yanked open the door, flung myself inside, and pulled it shut behind me. I didn’t hear any shots.
Safe behind the locked door, I jacked with all my might into the guard’s mind. The sedative must have gone in, because his mind was slowly weakening as it took hold. He kept trying to work himself free of the orderly and nurse’s grip, but it was a losing battle between my jacking and the sedative, and he soon slumped to the floor. I ordered the nurse to take the gun and keep watch over him until I got back.
The next time I infiltrated a jacker prison, I was definitely bringing a dart gun.
My gasping breaths echoed down the hallway, which appeared identical to the image in Kestrel’s mind. Doors with small, high windows lined the corridor, and the smell of antiseptic pervaded the air. A frosted-glass double door loomed at the end.
I ran from door to door, using the passring to unlock them, and threw the doors open. Each room held a changeling, four boys and three girls, except for one with an empty bed. None were Laney. She must be already in the medical room. I swiped Kestrel’s passring to open the glass doors and surprised the two camouflage-clad technicians inside. They were readers, so I froze them, not wanting to knock them out in case I needed them.
Laney lay strapped to a gurney and hooked to an IV. An array of probes was attached to a skullcap on her head, and the med techs had been preparing to inject something into her. I tugged off the cap and shoved the tray of syringes away from her bedside. She was still under the effects of the gas, but it was muted. I slowly jacked her out of her gas-induced sleep while I unhooked the IV and started undoing the straps.
“Kira?” she said when she opened her eyes. “You’re really here? I had a dream about you.”
“Yeah. I’m really here.” My throat choked up, so I didn’t try to explain any further. I gently probed her mind to see if they had injected anything other than the juice. She seemed fine.
I cleared my throat. “Can you walk?” She nodded, and I helped her up from the bed. An alarm blared through the room and startled us both so much we almost toppled over. Keeping my grip on Laney, I reached with my mind up to the main floor. The camera-watching guard had seen a video sweep of the disabled guard in the hallway and sounded a security alert. I jacked him to disable the alarm, but I was sure it was too late. This was a military base, and other security personnel would be on the way soon. I knocked him out.
“What was that?” Laney asked.
“Time for us to go.” I ordered the med techs to come with us as I hurried to the double glass doors. A large sign hung on a refrigerator next to the door: “No Food or Drink.” I remembered Kestrel’s warning that I couldn’t stop them, that they would keep doing their research no matter what. I could save these changelings, but there would always be others to take their place.
I yanked open the refrigerator door, and racks of liquid filled vials clinked together. The labels were covered with medical terms I didn’t understand, but one rack stood separate from the rest on the top shelf. Messy handwriting had scrawled across it: K. Moore.
A chill ran through me. My blood… or something… my DNA for sure. How could they have possibly gotten it? Then I remembered I had already been through a similar gray corridor with doors. Doors with small, high windows.
I had been here before.
When Kestrel interrogated me, I had assumed I was in an FBI building, but I wasn’t. I was here in the hospital. I jacked into the minds of the med techs and found that there was another holding facility—directly below us. The stairwell past door 1B must lead down to another level where they kept prisoners.
I reached down one floor—there wasn’t anyone in the holding rooms below.
The polished steel cabinets and cold, tiled floor of the medical room felt familiar. Had I been in this room? Had they taken me here, unconscious like Laney, and experimented on me? A shiver ran up my back and made my hair stand up. Was I different because Kestrel did something to me?
Someone like me, or even stronger, in Kestrel’s hands… it had to be stopped.
I grabbed the chilled vials with my name on them and slipped them into Kestrel’s coat pocket, trading them for the silver phone I had stolen. I dialed the number I had memorized.
Maria answered on the first ring. “Hello?”
“I found them.” My voice squeaked, so I cleared it. “But it’s even worse than I thought.” I switched the phone to video streaming mode and panned the room, so she could see the gurney with the straps, the trays of syringes, the two camouflaged med-techs standing still with their glassy-eyed looks.
“Did you get that?” I spoke quietly.
“What am I looking at?”
“It’s the basement of the Naval hospital, where they’ve been experimenting on the changelings.” I pointed the phone at the still open refrigerator, filled with racks of vials. “You need to stop them, Maria. Make sure everyone knows what’s going on here.”
“I need a witness. Someone to verify this before I can tru-cast it. Turn the camera on your face. Talk to me. Tell me what you’ve found.”
“Are you recording all this?” I asked.
“Yes.”
I imagined what Kestrel would do to my dad if he found out I had exposed his crimes. My plan was to run, hide, make a new life after freeing the changelings. If I went on camera, there would be no hiding after that. And that was assuming we got out alive, which wasn’t going to happen if I stuck around doing an exposé on the medical torment chamber.
I swallowed hard. “I can’t.”
“But…”
I clicked off the phone and then swept my arm through the refrigerator and dumped racks of vials on the floor. Maybe I could slow Kestrel down. Some of them broke on impact, and some went skittering across the floor, making a hazardous mess. I stomped the vials closest to me and ground the glass under the heel of my shoe, but I quickly realized I didn’t have time to destroy them all.
Laney tugged on my arm. “Kira.”
I mind-swept the floors above us. Additional security guards gathered around the camera-watching guard, trying to decipher why he had switched on the alarm, then turned it off, only to pass out. They were all readers, so I knocked them out as well.
That added to the general mayhem and would hopefully keep people busy—and away from the loading dock—for a little while.
I ordered the two med techs to smash the remaining vials and let Laney tug me out of the experiment room. The alarm and the open doors had woken the changelings and drawn them out into the hallway. Two remained in their cots, under heavy sedation. We would need help to get them out, so I redirected the med techs to retrieve the changelings from their cells and linked into the minds of the other six dazed inmates, including Laney.
Follow me, and I’ll get you out of here.
Their bare feet padded behind me as I raced to the exit door. The nurse still held the gun on the downed jacker guard. I took the gun and ordered her and the orderly to help the med techs, struggling with their burden of the heavily sedated changelings. They gripped each of the limp inmates by the shoulders and feet, like dead bodies.
Yeah, not suspicious-looking at all.
The gun was cold and creepy in my hand as I led the small posse of jacker kids, an orderly, a nurse, and two med techs out of the medical prison and up the stairs.
If anyone was watching the cameras, they’d have quite a show.
But chaos reigned above as medical personnel swarmed around the guards. Some had donned gas masks, thinking there had been an attack that caused the mass fainting. Some set up a perimeter to keep patients and visitors away from the security desk.
Our shuffling group neared the loading dock doors, and I peered through the window to see a military police jeep come to a screeching halt behind the linen service van.
Oh no.
Two camouflage-clad guards with large, shiny black guns hopped out of the jeep and stalked toward the loading dock. I didn’t know if they were jackers or not, but I couldn’t take the chance of probing them to find out. I threw my hands out to stop our group in its tracks and edged backward, praying the guards hadn’t seen us. We shuffled down the hall as fast as a group of barefoot kids and two unconscious changelings carried by adults can go. We stuck out like a troupe of clowns at a funeral.
I shoved open the cancer ward’s doors, retracing my steps through the hospital. Maybe we could make it out the front to Kestrel’s car. There was no way I could fit all the changelings into one car, but maybe we could steal another ride. We had to move fast. The heavy footsteps of the guards pounded in the corridor behind us, but they passed by the cancer ward and kept going.
We stumbled through the double doors and past the elevators out to the lobby. I jammed to a stop again, with changelings bumping and jostling into me. There were a half dozen armed guards and two jacker agents charging through the lobby. Before I had a chance to think, they spotted us, and eight weapons targeted our heads. Their shiny barrels were narrow and lethal. These were not dart guns. I suddenly remembered I had a gun in my hand and reflexively pointed it back at them.
At the same time, an intense pressure pounded my head. The jacker agents had shoved me back into my own head, and the six changelings were struggling to fight them off. The nurse, orderly, and med-techs slowly came out of their daze, and started to put the two changelings they were carrying on the floor.
The agents crept toward us, guns still aimed at our group of barefoot children.
“Stop there!” I held my gun straight out, hoping they couldn’t see the tip of it shaking like a leaf in the fall breeze. They paused, still trying to jack into my head. After a moment, they seemed to realize that they couldn’t, so they switched tactics. The orderly straightened up and lunged toward me. I danced out of the way, and struggled to jack into his mind, ordering him to stay down where he had stumbled to the lobby floor. He staggered and then collapsed on the floor as two changelings grabbed hold of him. I mentally wrestled with the two agents as they jacked into the nurse’s and the med-techs’ minds. The nurse teetered in her white-soled shoes, uncertain whether she should attack me or have a seat, but the med-techs rushed at me. The other four changelings, still struggling under the assault from the jacker agents, latched onto them and pulled them to the floor.
“Stop or I’ll shoot!” I screamed across the lobby, still keeping my gun trained on the lead agent’s head. But I wouldn’t shoot, I knew that. And the agent seemed to know it too.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the janitor, still standing by the gift shop. I didn’t have to reach into his mind to know he understood. He knew who we were, and that we were hopelessly outgunned. Outjacked. He held my gaze for a moment, then dropped his eyes to the floor and turned his back on us.
I looked back to the agent and a triumphant smile had crept onto his face. To him, all of this was containable. Once the agents had us under control, they could wipe the minds of everyone here, mop up after they had returned us to the experiment room in the basement prison below. We would disappear, like Simon and all the others in the camp. And no one would come looking for us, because no one would even know that it had happened.
My hand with the gun twitched and a red haze of anger clouded my mind. I wanted to shoot the lead agent before the changelings and I lost the mental and physical wrestling match we were locked in. Make him pay for everything the Feds had done. Pay for the experiments. Pay for killing Simon. If I killed him fast enough, maybe I could shoot the other agent as well. Then it would be easy to jack the reader guards long enough for us to escape. But it was much more likely that I would end up with a bullet in me, like Simon. Bleeding out on the hospital floor was no different than bleeding into desert dust. Dead was dead. Worse, some of the changelings might get shot too. Even the patients and visitors, frozen in fear at the periphery of the lobby where they had shrunk back as far as the room would allow, might be caught in the cross fire.
It was too much. I couldn’t risk getting them all killed.
I turned my gun sideways, my finger off the trigger, and held both hands up in front of me, the universal sign of surrender. The agent’s smile curved higher.
An image of Raf floated through my mind. I should have kissed him when I had the chance. I wondered if his lips were as soft as they looked or if they would sear mine like Simon’s always had.
Now I would never find out.
That’s when I realized I still had the phone in my other hand. With the push of a button, I could expose Kestrel, the Feds, and everything they had done to us. I could stop them from taking me and the changelings back down to the basement, to disappear forever. But if Kestrel knew I had blown the cover on his experiments, he was sure to make my dad pay for it. And I would be spilling the biggest secret of all, the one my family had spent their entire lives keeping. There would be no pretending, no hiding among readers. No normal life for me, for any of us. Ever again.
The lies would stop.
With my eyes still locked on the lead agent, I linked into the phone’s mindware and dialed Maria, giving silent thanks to whoever invented the speakerphone option.
“Thank God, Kira! It’s about time you…” She cut herself off, probably taking in the scene, which I was now streaming to her.
“Are you getting a good signal, Maria?” I asked.
The speakerphone drew the sharp attention of everyone in the room. The smile on the agent’s face died.
“Yes.” Her voice was cautious, slow.
 “I have a tru-cast story for the Trib. It’s about an agent of the federal government who threatened to shoot a group of children in a hospital. Are you getting all this?”
“Yes, I have a very good visual on the gun.”
The agent’s gun wavered. I didn’t have to link into his mind to know what he was thinking. Did he want to be on a tru-cast, trying to explain why he was going to shoot down a group of innocent children in a hospital? Did he want to be responsible for that?
“These kids were being held in a basement prison, right here at the Naval hospital,” I continued for the benefit of Maria’s tru-cast and for the agent whose gun was still pointed at my head. “They were being held for no other reason than having a special ability, a new ability to link into other people’s heads. Just because they have an ability we don’t understand, doesn’t mean they deserve to be in prison. To be experimented on. It’s like the old days when the first readers were discovered. What did we do? We put them in prison. We tortured them with experiments. Well, we’re doing it again, to these kids, today.”
I swept the phone around, so it had a good shot of my face, and the changelings sprawled on the floor behind me. I took a jittery breath for courage. “My name’s Kira Moore, and I’m just like them. I was kidnapped by the FBI, brought here, and then sent to a prison with hundreds of other kids just like me. For no other reason than who I am.” I panned across the changelings, slowly. I could only imagine what it must look like to Maria, barefoot changelings in their hospital gowns, still holding onto the med-techs and the orderly to keep them down while mentally wrestling with the agents to control the readers’ minds.
“I’m taking these kids out of here, back home to their families, where they belong.”
I rotated the camera back to the lead agent and I could see the decision had settled into his face. This was above his pay grade. “This is Kestrel’s mess,” he said, loud enough that it could be captured on my phone. I was pretty sure he did that on purpose. “Let him clean it up.” He slowly lowered his gun. Louder, he said, “A simple misunderstanding, I’m sure.” The second agent looked warily at him, but he lowered his weapon, and the guards did the same.
The agents left the changelings’ minds and everyone slowly stood up, faces not quite sure. The guards and agents stepped aside, making a path for us to walk out the front door.
For a moment, I was terrified it was a trap. But if they took us down now, it would all be on camera. I linked into the nurse, orderly, and med-techs’ minds, our unwitting accomplices in the escape. Please. Help us. I would let them decide. If they didn’t want to help, I wouldn’t force them. Somehow, between the changelings and me, we would manage to get the two unconscious kids out the door. I wasn’t exactly sure where we would go from there, but if nothing else, we could walk. We just needed to get off base property before the agent changed his mind about letting us loose.
The orderly lifted one changeling over his shoulder, and the nurse and two changelings managed to pick up the other. The med techs hung back, edging their way back to the elevators. I didn’t envy them when Kestrel found out what had happened.
We shuffled and limped past the crowd of readers and guards and agents. I held my phone out toward them, like the weapon of truth that it was. I didn’t turn my back on them until everyone was through both sliding glass doors at the entrance. Once we were outside, we stood still for a moment, the changelings shivering as the cool night air swept past their bare feet.
I surveyed the few cars in the parking lot, wondering how long it would take us to jack into one and whether any of the changelings knew how to drive. I could barely drive, and we would probably be risking someone’s life by putting any of the changelings behind a joystick. Maybe I could program an autopath for them. At least I knew where we had to go next.
As I was about to step off the curb, a delivery van came careening around the corner of the building, pulling quickly up to the front. The driver was the linker janitor from inside. I don’t know how or when he slipped away, but he must have made it to the loading dock. The linen delivery driver was nowhere to be seen.
“Need a lift?” he said with a grin. Relief flooded into me, and my knees barely held me up.
Maybe we would make it after all.






 

The truth magistrate touched me with his leathery hand and examined me with his watery eyes.
I tried not to shiver.
Maria had cleared out the castroom floor, and half the changelings were passed out while the other half chomped on vending machine food. But Maria wanted me on camera as soon as possible to explain what we were and what we could do. It was the middle of the night, but our story would probably be playing for days.
I linked my thoughts to the camera crew to keep them calm. Demonstrations would only freak people out. The truth magistrate sat across from me, sincerely believing he could get my true thoughts by holding my hand and asking probing questions. The cameras were trained on us, and a boom dangled over our heads to pick up our thought-waves and translate them into a scrolling scrit at the bottom the tru-cast. I linked into the mindware interface to make sure it captured my thought responses.
Is your name Kira Moore? the truth magistrate asked.
Yes.
His brow creased, probably expecting a rush of emotions. Of course he wouldn’t get anything from me unless I jacked it into his head, and I was determined not to do anything but link.
Are you sixteen years old?
Yes.
Do you live on Manor Road in Gurnee, Illinois?
Right now, I’m living in a castroom in the Tribune Tower. That got a twitter of mental laughter from everyone in the room.
Were you born in 2090? This question had more edge. If I was born in 2090, I would be twenty years old, not sixteen. I could jack in any answer I wished, and it would seem like a true thought. But that wouldn’t help.
No.
Do you believe you can control other people’s minds?
Yes. This visibly shook him. There were no thoughts or emotional responses from me that would indicate lying.
Have you ever been diagnosed demens? Okay, that one irked me.
No. Although I might be demens for outing myself as a jacker. More laughter.
The magistrate’s glasses rode up. Are you controlling my mind right now?
No. Which was true. I had already explained that I could tell him anything and jack him to believe it, but that I would only link thoughts to him. Whatever he decided was his own choice.
Can you control my mind?
Yes. He paused and contemplated asking for a demonstration. I didn’t want to, but if he asked, I would.
Instead he asked, How long have you been able to control minds?
About six weeks.
I imagined Raf waking up in the morning and seeing me on the tru-cast at home. I was glad I had already told him everything, so he wouldn’t hear how long I had been lying to him on a tru-cast. If only I had trusted Raf from the beginning, maybe I would be with him now, holding hands and looking into those deep brown eyes, instead of crammed into a cubicle with a leathery old man and a camera crew. Which was almost as bad as it sounded.
The truth magistrate’s questioning went on at length, and eventually he was satisfied. Or at least unwilling to admit that he couldn’t tell my true thoughts from my sims.
Maria’s people interviewed each of the changelings as well, and their faces cycled on all the chat-casts and tru-casts. We had nowhere to go, so we stayed in the Trib Tower while we waited for the changelings’ parents to see the tru-casts and come forward. There wasn’t much in the way of beds, so we slept on the floor, the changelings piled up like puppies.
The next morning, a couple of adult jackers came to Maria with their stories. They submitted to the truth magistrate, too, which made me laugh. They must have been hiding in plain sight, like all the jackers that had avoided the camp. After a while, I stopped watching the repeats of the tru-casts, including my video tell-all at the hospital. It creeped me out seeing my face over and over.
For lunch, Maria had some pizza delivered. Thirteen-year-old changelings could eat an unbelievable amount, although twelve-year-old Xander ate more than three of them put together. I was munching on a bite of rapidly cooling pepperoni with extra cheese when pictures of the camp came up on the screen. I stopped mid-chew. I knew Maria had sent a cameraman out to the camp, but I didn’t know they had pictures already.
Breaking Tru-Cast blared in red under a picture of the camp, and Maria’s report scrolled along the bottom of the screen. Open-air trucks, piled with the limp bodies of prisoners, caravanned across the hard-packed desert road. The images were blurred, like they were taken from a long way away, and Maria’s words talked about a new kind of person—a jacker—who could control people’s thoughts.
The inmates weren’t moving. My eyes pricked. I told myself they had to be gassed for transportation or the jacker prisoners would overwhelm the guards. And the Feds wouldn’t kill them, not while they were necessary for Kestrel’s research. But then Kestrel was probably still sleeping off the gas in his apartment.
The pictures made my stomach clench. I set the pizza down. After only a few images flashed by, they started to repeat. The changelings were transfixed by the screen. I didn’t have to link into their minds to know those photos were giving them flashbacks.
I shuffled over to Maria’s desk, where she was busy sending a scrit on her phone.
“You got pictures.” My voice was just a whisper.
Maria faced me. “My photographer only transmitted a few images before they stopped him.” The distress in her voice chewed a hole in my stomach.
“Oh. Maria, I’m so sorry…” What did they do to him?
“He’s okay,” she said quickly. “He woke up in Albuquerque. Until I showed him the pictures, he didn’t know why he was there. He didn’t remember any of it.”
Maria was surprisingly calm, given that my prediction about the mind-wipe had come true. I swallowed. “Do you think they’ll come after us?” The changelings had flopped on the stubbled carpet, entranced by the tru-cast, and a few reporters worked stories at their desks.
“No. They can’t wipe the minds of everyone in North America, Kira. The story is too big for the Feds to pretend it didn’t happen.”
“But the photographer—” I waved at the looping pictures on the screen.
“He’s getting another camera and heading back out there. They’re going to have to release the prisoners, Kira. You did a great thing, coming to me with this.” I hoped she was right. I hoped the Feds couldn’t make all of us simply disappear, that it would be too coincidental to cover up. Her phone vibrated again, and she turned away to mentally answer it. This was probably the tru-cast of her lifetime, but the pictures were making it hard for me to breathe. In all the chaos of rescuing the changelings from the hospital, I had shoved thoughts about the Camp of the Flies aside. But I hadn’t forgotten.
I remembered the stifling heat. Holding hands in the truck with Simon. My feet pounding across the desert. Simon’s blood on my hands. The walls of the castroom pressed in on me. I fled to the windows at the far edge of the room.
My hands pressed against the cold window panes, and I breathed clouds of moisture onto the surface. The city of Chicago blurred under my gasping breath. I closed my eyes and touched my forehead to the cool glass until my stomach started to unclench. Footsteps pattered behind me.
“You okay?” asked Laney. She put a small hand on my shoulder.
I managed a smile. “Yeah. Just, you know, hard to see it again.” Some babysitter I was, leaving the changelings to fend for themselves with those images on the screen. I took a deep breath and tipped my head toward them, huddled together. “Let’s go see how everyone else is doing.”
Laney tucked her hand in mine and led me back to the group. The changelings were dealing with it better than I was and they quickly lost interest in favor of the pizza. As the pictures cycled again, I noticed a shock of red hair in one of the trucks. If Molloy was still alive, he was certain to be planning my murder in several painful ways.
With Maria calling for an investigation on the tru-cast, I could see why the Feds would have to shut down the camp. They could keep the dangerous jackers in jail, and I hoped Molloy would be one of them, but there was no reason to hold the jacker kids.
Later that afternoon, Maria’s photographer returned to the camp, but it was empty. The Feds had moved the prisoners, but there was no word on the release of any of them. In fact, there was no word about the camp at all.
Even though Maria tru-cast the pictures of the now-empty camp ringed with barbed wire and covered in camouflage, the Feds were denying that it had been a prison camp. I didn’t understand how a secret camp in the desert could be explained away, but they claimed the pictures were manufactured.
Later that afternoon, the Navy made a great show of opening the basement of the hospital, only to find a warehouse of medical supplies. The scenes they cast, opening each of the cells and showing them filled with boxes of gloves and syringes, made me so angry I had to be alone in one of the cast cubicles for a while. Of course the government would hide what they had been doing. It made me clench my fists and kick the industrial carpet.
I still had Kestrel’s vials of liquid with my name on them, but I couldn’t figure a way to use them to prove the experiments had actually happened. Did Kestrel take my DNA as a routine matter, genetically profiling all the kids that came through the jacker processing center at the hospital, or had he already started experimenting on me? Were the vials only my DNA or some kind of serum he already injected into me and that was why I was different?
No. I was different from other jackers, but I had my Impenetrable Mind before I ever crossed paths with Kestrel.
My video from the basement and my vials weren’t sufficient proof that any experiments had actually occurred. It was only a lab room and some vials of liquid.
Without proof, the jacker kids I left behind at the camp were stuck in whatever new prison the Feds had constructed. No one would go looking for them because no one believed they existed. I’d had my chance to free them and I hadn’t. That I had saved some reader lives in Rock Point, Arizona, wasn’t much consolation when I imagined the horrors the changelings were enduring.
Kestrel seemed to have disappeared as well. Despite the jacker agent’s whispered accusation at the hospital, the Feds were denying that an Agent Kestrel even existed. When Maria’s crew arrived at his apartment in the city, it had been scrubbed clean, as if no one had ever lived there. I didn’t know if he had fled, or the Feds were covering up for him, making him officially disappear so he would be free to continue his heinous experiments.
Either way, Kestrel knew I had liberated the changelings and must have figured out who shot him full of darts and stole his passring and car. He wouldn’t forgive me just because I left his car unharmed in the hospital parking lot. And if he was still doing experiments, he’d want me back for that.
I wished that I had wiped all of Kestrel’s true memories about me when I had the chance.
At least my family seemed safe. I asked Maria to check on them, and she said the agents were no longer parked at my house. My family was also asking about me, wanting me to come home.
I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea. Even if the Feds weren’t harassing my family openly, my dad was probably upset about me revealing the family’s big secret on a national tru-cast.
There certainly were a lot of people angry about it.
By the evening, the protests had started. Outraged readers, some of them demens by the looks of them on the screen, gathered at the entrance to the Trib Tower, protesting the dangerous mind control freaks the Trib was keeping on the 10th floor.
I was having serious doubts about going public until the changelings’ parents started coming forward. Most had been jacked to believe that their children had run away or been snatched and were thrilled to have them back. The changelings couldn’t pretend to be zeroes or even readers, but they could go home. The Feds seemed more concerned with denying their involvement in secret camps and scandalous experiments than harassing kids.
Maria coordinated with the parents, making arrangements for them to come get their children, which went well until Xander’s mom grabbed her fifteen minutes of fame by publicly stating she didn’t want him back. When Xander’s change came, he had accidentally jacked his abusive step-father and knocked him out. Soon after, Xander had been caught on camera jacking a mini-mart clerk to give him ice cream, and the Feds had picked him up. He was only twelve, and his mom was a worthless, raging alcoholic, if her performance on the tru-cast was any indication. Her rant fed the hate-groups protesting outside, and Xander became the poster-child for dangerous jacker kids. The protesters wanted him locked up. Because stealing ice cream definitely made him a danger to society.
I told Xander he could stay with me.
As the night wore on, the changelings got antsy from being hyped on the news all day and being cooped up in the castroom. I kept them busy practicing their jacking skills. They didn’t have much control, and I had to keep a constant eye on them.
“Xander’s turn,” I called out, interrupting an argument that had broken out among the girls. Laney shushed them for me so I didn’t have to reach into their minds to get their attention. I didn’t do that unless it was necessary, trying to set a good example. The grumbles went round our jacker group in the corner, but they dutifully gave their verbal permissions for him to link in.
I brushed their soft, still-forming minds. “Remember,” I said to Xander. “Only link your thoughts.”
Xander linked into all seven minds and tried to gently send a thought to them. Who wants pizza for dessert? His words rang loudly, reverberating through all their heads at once. It was too much command, and they all echoed back, Pizza! Pizza for dessert!
We already had pizza for lunch and dinner, so that wasn’t their free will speaking. I linked a thought to Xander. Easy there, changeling. If they were readers, they’d be hijacking the nearest pizza delivery van.
Xander threw me a smile.
Focus. And gently this time.
Random thoughts about pizza still skittered through their minds. Who wants cheese curls for dessert? Xander linked in. It was almost too soft, only a whisper, but they heard it. Choruses of No! Gah, those are disgusting! overlapped each other. They were getting tired of the vending machine food as well. Xander’s back went rigid as he tried to process the seven different responses.
I didn’t link my thoughts to him, not wanting to add to the cacophony in his mind. Instead, I strode over and put my hand on his shoulder. His eyes were unfocussed as he tried to navigate the raging mental conversation with the other changelings.
At least he didn’t knock anyone out. He would slowly get it.
Xander reminded me of Simon and what he might have been like, if someone had been around to help him when he changed. The memory of Simon lying dead in the desert was seared into my mind, but my other memories of him were starting to return—the kisses and sweet promises, as well as the lies. I still wasn’t sure which ones were which. I wondered if he would approve of me outing jackers to the world.
The next day the changelings’ parents started braving the crowd of protesters to come pick up their kids. Maria made arrangements for them to leave by hydrocopter from the roof, so they didn’t have to run the gauntlet with the changelings in tow.
I explained to the parents what had happened to their children in the hospital. At least, what I could guess. The worst part was the two changelings whose minds weren’t quite the same anymore. They could jack, but they were often confused, as if the true memory part of their brain had been wasted away by whatever Kestrel injected into them. I had to explain to the parents that their children’s brain tissue was damaged, and there was nothing I could do to fix it.
Afterward, I had to be alone for a while. I curled up in a corner cubicle and dreamed of a dozen ways that I could repay Kestrel for what he had done. A dart to the chest was far too good for him.
One by one, the changelings left until only Laney and Xander remained.
When it was time for Laney to leave, I shared her excited smile but I didn’t really want her to go. The sunshine of her smile when she jumped into her dad’s arms made me grin in spite of the small pain in my chest. Her dad shook my hand and her mom gave me a hug, then I beat a hasty retreat. I didn’t need a truth magistrate to see the love they had for her.
She was back where she belonged.






 

Now it was just Xander and me.
I wasn’t about to turn him over to Child Protective Services, but the kid couldn’t spend the rest of his life camped out in a castroom. He needed a real home, and I only had one to give. I sent a message home through Maria, to see if it was okay to come to Gurnee. My family sent back two words.
Come home.
Except I wasn’t sure what waited for us there. I had spilled my family’s big secret, the one they had hidden for generations. The Feds were avoiding any obvious harassment of my family, but who knew what other fallout had rained down on my dad. I didn’t know if my family understood the choice that I had made. I only hoped they wouldn’t hold it against Xander.
If they let him stay, Xander should be fine with my family, like the other changelings with theirs. If the Feds openly arrested any of them, it would be proof that they had been sending jackers to camps and experimenting on them all along. The Feds could pretend they hadn’t been hunting down jackers, but they could no longer say that they didn’t exist. Especially now that more and more jackers were coming out every day.
The Feds couldn’t arrest me out in the open either, but that wasn’t the only danger in going home. Tru-casts or no, if Molloy ever escaped the Feds, he would hunt me down, and my home was the first place he’d look. Kestrel might be forced to give up the changelings I’d rescued, but if I was the genetic link he wanted, he would never stop searching for me. He’d have no problem with making me disappear one night without the formality of actually arresting me.
I wasn’t at all sure going home was a good idea. But I could at least drop off Xander and make sure he had a place to stay.
Maria arranged for a hydrocopter to take us to Union Station so we could avoid the protesters. I borrowed a tally card from her to pay for the train and transit fares from there to Gurnee.
The train out of the city was empty, with most commuters already at work. The bus arrived at the train transfer station shortly after we did. As soon as the bus door whooshed open, I linked into the driver’s mind. Does this route go to Gurnee? I need to get to Manor Road.
The driver crinkled a smile on her heavily lined face. Sure does, sweetie. There’s a stop real close to Manor Road. Her smile faltered, thinking she recognized me from somewhere. I hoped we could get through the trip before she realized my face had been all over the news for the last two days.
I gave her a smile and climbed the steps of the bus with Xander behind me. She swiped Maria’s tally card across the scanner and handed it back to me. There are a lot of stops before Manor. Make yourself comfortable, dear. She leaned away from Xander as he passed. He must be hesitating to link into her mind, not quite sure of his skills yet. Which wasn’t a bad idea, but it left the driver thinking he was a zero. She mentally commanded the door shut behind us, and we worked our way to the back of the bus.
Xander fidgeted in the bus seat next to me. He kept spinning a leather bracelet he’d managed to keep through the camp and the hospital. I wasn’t sure what the significance of it was, but I didn’t link in to ask. Privacy was different than secrets.
Fall had come to Illinois, and the leaves were starting to drop. There were splashes of color everywhere. As we wound through the side streets of my hometown, I spied a tree made entirely of gold, except for a single red leaf. A thousand tiny orange leaflets flew past on a gust of air.
It felt like a million years since I had been home.
The bus pulled to a stop a block from my house. I had already swept the neighborhood to make sure there were no jacker agents waiting to capture us, but there were only my normal neighbors doing their normal things. At least I guessed it was normal—I’d never kept tabs on the neighbors before.
As we approached my house, my mom flew out the door and met us halfway across the lawn. She nearly knocked me over when she hugged me.
“Hi, Mom.” I tried to say more, but my throat tightened up at having her close again.
She took my cheeks in her hands. “Kira, you can link with me, sweetheart. It’s okay.”
I linked into her mind and was overwhelmed with the happiness I found there. I’m so glad you’re home, Kira. And I’m so proud of you. She replayed images of me on the tru-cast, and I cringed.
I had to get them out, Mom, I explained, even though she wasn’t asking. I couldn’t let the Feds take them back to the basement.
I know, honey. I understand.
I pulled her hands from my face and peered around to the open front door. Does Dad understand? I had reached into the house when I made my sweep before, but I hadn’t lingered in the minds there, nervous about what thoughts I would find.
I’ll let him explain, she thought.
I motioned to Xander, who was watching us with undisguised longing. “Mom, this is Xander. I was hoping that, maybe, he could stay with you for a while.” She, along with everyone else, had to know what had happened to Xander. His mom had made sure of that on the tru-casts.
My mom beamed a smile at him and switched to speaking aloud without missing a beat. “Of course he’s welcome to stay with us.” She offered her hand, and Xander awkwardly shook it.
I wanted to be up front, so there were no misunderstandings. No more secrets. “There’s just one thing, Mom.” I cleared my throat to get rid of the quaver. “I’m really here to drop Xander off. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea for me to stay.” Her face twisted up like I had gone demens right in front of her. “It’s just that it’s not really safe. For me, I mean. Xander will be fine. If he stays with you. If that’s okay.” I stopped my stuttering because my mom seemed like she was about to cry, and that nearly killed me on the spot. “I… I want to stay, it’s just that…” I didn’t even know where to start. She shushed me by patting my arm and blinking back the tears.
“You should talk to your father. He’s waiting to see you.” She looped her arms through Xander’s and mine. I let her tow us toward the house. The second floor window had been broken, and two large boards crossed over it with plastic wrapping hanging from the edges.
I cleared my throat. “What happened to the window?”
“Oh, that. Um, nothing.” It was a wonder my mom had kept our family secret for so long, because she was so fantastically bad at lying.
I linked gently into her head. The truth?
The truth is that some hateful people threw a rock through it. Your father didn’t reach them before they sped off. Her lips made a tight line. No one was hurt.
The hole in my parent’s house gaped at me. My dad was not going to be happy about this. At all.
We stepped through the darkened front doorway and climbed the stairs to the living room. Seamus hovered at the top, all gussied up in his cadet uniform. A grin broke across his face, and he swept me up in a hug.
“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” I asked while trying to pull in a breath.
“Aren’t you supposed to be staying out of trouble?” he replied. My laugh came out strangled because of his hold on me. He set me down with a thump and cocked a look to Xander. “I see you have a follower.”
Xander froze, scanning up Seamus’s towering height.
“Just ignore him,” I said to Xander. “He’s oversized, but mostly harmless.” Xander kept his distance.
My father was waiting at the far end of the room. I bit my lip. “Hi, Dad.”
He seemed to be fighting to keep control of his features. I didn’t know what he was holding back, but I didn’t want to link in and find out. He unfolded his arms and strode across the room. I wasn’t sure of his intentions until he hugged me harder than Seamus had.
Tears sprang into my eyes. I told myself it was because he was squeezing me so hard. “Kira, I’m so glad you’re home.” His voice was rough.
We didn’t say anything for a while, just held each other.
Then I linked into his mind and asked the question I didn’t want to say out loud, for everyone to hear. You’re not mad at me?
Kira, I was never mad at you. Worried sick. But not mad.
I pulled back. What about the Navy? They have to be upset that you didn’t bring me in. That I went public and embarrassed them, and I thought they might take it out on you and…
“I quit my job, Kira,” he said aloud.
“What?” I asked in horror, finally noticing he was wearing civilian clothes. “They fired you? Because of what I did?”
“No. It wasn’t like that,” he said. “I quit. When I found out what they were doing, in that hospital. I knew it was bad, Kira, but I didn’t know…” He looked pained. “I’m sorry I didn’t quit sooner.”
I linked back into his head. You weren’t part of Kestrel’s Task Force, Dad. It’s not your fault.
No, but I didn’t stop him either, he thought. Not like a certain strong-willed daughter of mine.
My face grew hot. I hadn’t stopped Kestrel. If anything, I had probably just pushed him underground.
My dad smiled. “In any event, no one can hold my position over me anymore. And I needed a new job, anyway. It’s rather difficult to be a spy with a world-famous mindjacker for a daughter.”
“Dad… I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s better this way. The government can’t control jackers like they used to, not with more and more of us coming out all the time.”
My shoulders sagged. “Better? I’m not so sure. What about the jackers in the camp? Do you know what happened to them?”
“No.” His face turned hard. “I tried to find out more before I quit, but the Fed’s aren’t owning up to the camp. They must be holding the changelings somewhere new. And if they released them, it would be admitting that they held them in the first place.” He took my hands in his. “You did everything you could, Kira, and I’m proud of you.”
His words brought a queasiness to my stomach. “I didn’t do everything I could, Dad,” I whispered. His hands still held mine, but I had a hard time meeting his questioning look. “When I escaped…” I stopped. Spilling this secret would make him a lot less proud of me. I sucked in a breath. “When I escaped, I could have let them go. All of them. Everyone in the camp. But I didn’t.”
My dad’s face clouded and water started to pool in my eyes. “So, you see,” I said, “it’s my fault they’re trapped…”
“Kira.” My dad wrapped his arms around me and I wilted into him. “It’s not your fault. It’s Kestrel’s fault.” He pulled back to look into my eyes. “He put them there, not you. And… and I did too.”
I blinked. “What? But I thought…”
“I didn’t have anything to do with sending changelings there,” he said quickly. “But there were some bad guys I helped catch. They were jackers and they were dangerous. There was no other place to send them. So I know there were a lot of monsters in there, Kira. That’s why I was so desperate to get you out.” He dropped his voice. “Sometime, you’re going to have to tell me exactly how you did that.”
I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.
“I’m just glad you finally came home,” he said.
I swallowed. “Right. Um, about that. I’m not sure I should stay.”
My dad’s face had the same disbelief as my mom. “Kira, it’s safe now. The agents are gone,” he said, gesturing out the broken window, “and the Feds can’t come after you any more, not when you’re the face of their scandal.”
How I wished that were true. “It’s not that simple, Dad.”
His shoulders sagged. He rubbed his chin like he did when he was puzzling something out. Of course, he wouldn’t remember the conversation we had about how I was Kestrel’s genetic link. And he couldn’t know Kestrel woke up with three darts in his chest and me to blame for it. But my dad was right—I was the face of the hidden jackers. Kestrel could make me disappear and have it look like backlash from the hate groups. And if Molloy found me first, well, it probably would be a hate crime.
“If you’re in some kind of trouble, sis,” Seamus said quietly from his spot next to Xander, “we’ll help you get out of it.”
I really didn’t want to cry again.
“What Seamus is saying,” said my dad, “is that family sticks together.”
I put on a bright smile to ward off the tears and stepped over to put my arm around Xander. “Which is exactly why I brought Xander here. If it’s okay with you, maybe he can stay here a while? He can have my room, if he can tolerate the pink bed.”
 “Xander’s welcome to stay here as long as he wants,” he said. “But this is your home. It’s where you belong.”
I strode over and threw my arms around him. “I know, Dad.” Then I had to stop because my throat was closing up. I linked my thoughts to him. I’m afraid Kestrel won’t stop looking for me. And there are some other bad guys you should know about.
“Let me help you, Kira.” I could feel his shoulders tense as he held me tighter. “Bad guys are something I know a little about. And I’m not going to let anyone hurt you anymore.”
My tears burned my eyes. I wished my dad could help me, more than anything. I ached to stay here, in my house, with my family, and believe that everything would work out okay. That Kestrel would forget about me. That Molloy would stay in prison forever. I didn’t know if staying was a good idea, but in that moment, I couldn’t force myself to leave.
I took a shaky breath. “Okay.”
My dad’s smile was almost as strong as the hug he wrapped around me, and I could hardly breathe when Seamus and my mom piled on. Their thoughts rang with happiness.
I just prayed my family wouldn’t pay the price for my wishful thinking.


Later that afternoon, Raf came by.
I knew he was coming before he reached the door, before my mom or anyone else in all the quiet levels of the house had any idea. All day, I had been keeping a nervous watch, periodically scanning down the street, and even around the corner, to the limits of my reach. Just checking. Making sure that no one was coming.
I linked in to Raf’s thoughts before he reached our house. I heard the jumble in his mind as he tried to decide what to say to me. How he was worried about the hate groups and how strange it had been seeing me on the tru-casts, telling the world secrets I had only just told him. How he was a little afraid he wouldn’t have the right words when he saw me.
He rapped softly on the front door.
Hi, Mrs. Moore. Is Kira home?
She’s upstairs, Rafael.
Raf’s soft footfalls padded up the stairs. Partway up, I pulled out of his head, not wanting him to know I had linked in without asking. I busied myself with rearranging the few items left on my shelves, my hands shaking more than they should just for Raf.
He appeared in my doorway, a hand on each side of the frame. “Hi.”
I swallowed. “Hi.”
Raf gazed past me to the near-bare shelf. “You know,” he said, “I could swear I won more of those for you.”
 I picked up the green monster that he had won for me over the summer, what felt like a zillion years ago. “You did.” I examined the creature for a moment and put it back on the shelf.
He stared at me from across the room. “Where did they go? Did you not want them anymore?”
I gaped. I had thrown them away in a fit of fury of wanting to be grown up. Tough. Not pitied by the world. Now I would give anything to have them back. “I, um…”
He sauntered into the room, flashing his brilliant smile. “Relax, Kira. I’m kidding.”
“Right.” I tried to regain my composure. “I knew that.”
He reached out and touched my hair, like Simon used to. My heart squeezed, not wanting that thought right here, right now.
“Maybe if you do your jacking trick,” Raf said softly, “you’ll know better what I’m thinking.”
I looked into his dark brown eyes, wanting to know if he was thinking the same thing I was. That I wished I had been honest with him from the beginning. That I hoped he would still want to be with me, now that the entire world knew what I was and what I could do. I linked gently inside, and immediately the scent of his mind filled me. Soft linen and sunshine-warmed air.
I like the way your hair feels when I touch it, he thought. I swallowed as he leaned closer. I wonder if I try to kiss you if you’ll knock me out again.
It depends. How good a kisser are you? My heart thudded erratically.
Maybe you can let me know. He pressed his lips to mine. They were soft like a summer’s breeze, and his kiss reached down to my toes.
Seamus once told me that when readers touched, they shared feelings as if they were joined into one person. He said it was a very intimate experience. I would never be like the normal readers of the world.
But, for the first time, I knew exactly what he meant.
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No one called me Kira anymore.
“Lucy, dear.” Mr. Trullite worked hard to think of me as his granddaughter Lucy, and lying wasn’t easy for a mindreader. “Would it be possible for you to check on the protesters at the gate? I’d like to know if we’ll have any trouble.” His voice was halting and thick, but it carried in the luxurious quiet of the limousine to the driver up front. Speaking out loud shattered the illusion that I was a mindreader like everyone else, but the driver had seen enough to know I wasn’t a mindreader or Mr. Trullite’s granddaughter. He still didn’t suspect who I really was.
Which was a good thing.
“I’m in range now, sir. I’ll check to see if there’s any change from when we left.” Mr. Trullite’s mansion was nearly a quarter mile away along the crazy-rich North Shore, well outside the range of most mindjackers. But that wouldn’t be a problem for me.
I mentally reached for the minds of the protesters camped outside the wrought-iron gate and easily pushed into the soft Jell-O of their minds. They were all mindreaders, waving their banners to protest the export of Trullite Electronics jobs to Canada. Each had their own mind-scent, and the flavors clashed in the back of my throat: wild berry from a radical teen girl; wood shavings from an older factory worker; and a musky smell from the leader. A new protester stood separate from the rest, probably because they couldn’t tolerate his scrambled thoughts. Dipping into his mind was like riding the Tilt-A-Whirl at Six Flags, and his mind-scent burned with the peppermint taste of someone driven mad by the change into a mindreader at adolescence. In the city, there were lots of demens that roamed the streets instead of being locked up in a demens ward, but it was unusual to find one here in the suburbs of Chicago New Metro.
Just what I needed. No sense in alarming the boss, though.
“The protesters are still there, Mr. Trullite. No jackers, though.” I could easily mindjack the demens guy if I had to—it wouldn’t be difficult so much as unpleasant—but a mindjacker would be a lot worse. It had been a while since I’d tangled with another jacker, and I was out of practice. I hoped to stay that way.
I smoothed my hands down my tailored dress pants, and the seats adjusted to give me a mechanical hug as I sat taller. The fabric of the seats was like silk, if silk warmed to your touch and rippled like water when you moved. The not-quite-realness of the fabric matched the fake stone lantern by the limo door and the holographic koi pond below our feet. The scent of rainwater wafted through the spacious interior, too fresh to be the water exhaust from the hydro engine.
Mr. Trullite sipped tea from a delicate white cup trimmed in gold, then set it down on the bamboo tray between us. “What about the gentlemen joining us today?” He meant the trio of high-powered executives in the limo behind us, along with my dad and two of Mr. Trullite’s bodyguards. They were coming to the estate to negotiate a big business deal. “Are you sure there are no lurking mindjackers? This merger is important, and I want to make sure we’re not unduly influenced on either side.”
“I’m sure, Mr. Trullite,” I said. “Besides, my—I mean Mr. O’Reilly—would have already alerted us if there was a problem.” My dad had changed his name too. He couldn’t be Officer Patrick Moore of Naval Intelligence anymore, not with a famous mindjacker for a daughter. I skimmed the minds of the executives again, just to give Mr. Trullite a heads-up. “Although the skinny guy in the seat next to him is planning on robbing you blind in the…” I plucked the term from his mind. “…securities package transfer exchange.”
“Yes, I know.” His thoughts drifted to the delicate mental dance he would perform to secure the merger deal.
I could easily jack the executives to do whatever Mr. Trullite wanted, but he had never asked me to influence a business deal. When he hired my dad and me, he made it clear he wanted mindguard security, not jackworkers to mind control his business partners. And when the jacker clan attacked our home in Gurnee, Mr. Trullite offered to create our own personal witness-protection program, with a move to Libertyville and new identities for my family—it was Mr. Trullite’s idea for the granddaughter cover story. He seemed like a guardian angel sent to protect us from the fallout of telling the world that mindjackers existed.
As we closed in on the compound, the driver focused his thoughts on the mindware interface to switch the limo off autopath. We slowed down, waiting for the gate to open. The protesters surged forward and pounded the hood and darkened windows. The demens guy’s scraggly face smashed against the flexiglass next to Mr. Trullite, who flinched and leaned away. I reflexively jacked into the demens guy’s head, but the gibberish and rage swirling through his thoughts made me gag. I quickly knocked him out, and the man’s eyes rolled back as he slimed down the window, leaving a trail of saliva from his gaping mouth. I heard him thump the ground, even through the limousine’s shock-absorbent paneling.
I bit my lip, wishing I had jacked him to walk away instead, but it got the job done. Mr. Trullite straightened his high-collared shirt, and the limo whispered forward so smoothly it didn’t even ripple the surface of his half-filled teacup. I scrambled to jack the other protesters to pull the demens guy out of the limo’s path.
Once inside the compound, I took a position flanking Mr. Trullite while he waited on the granite entranceway steps to welcome his guests to the mansion. The second limo pulled up, its bullet-diffusive armor shimmering purple in the late afternoon sun. The bodyguards climbed out first, muscles bulging under their custom navy jackets. They radiated hostile thoughts in my direction, as usual. They didn’t like having mindguards among them, certainly not a girl who was barely seventeen and looked about as terrifying as a kitten.
I unnerved them.
The executives in shiny nove-fiber suits came next, their hard-soled shoes scraping the cobbled driveway as they jockeyed each other with fast-paced thoughts about supply-chain management. My dad followed in his trim black jacket, subtly angling himself between me and the bodyguards. I could easily jack the goons myself—I was more of a threat to them than the other way around—but my dad was extra protective these days.
The executives joined Mr. Trullite on the steps of the mansion, a twenty-thousand-square-foot behemoth with north and south wings, plus a west wing tucked behind the thick marble columns of the entrance. I mentally brushed over the usual assortment of cooks, maids and executive staff inside. A gardener I didn’t recognize worked the English garden in back near the pool, attending pansies that were already wilting in the early summer heat. My featherlight touch on his mind barrier popped up his name. David. As I pressed into his mind to find more, the gardener surprised me by reacting to my mental touch.
What the…? How had I missed that he was a jacker? Were my skills getting that rusty? Maybe he was just a linker—a weak jacker who could only link thoughts, not control minds. Sometimes their mind barriers were really soft, like a reader’s. Then the gardener shoved me out of his head and mentally hunted for me, something no linker could do. I was outside the reach of most normal jackers, so his search netted him nothing but the staff inside the mansion. I could easily reach him, but he couldn’t reach me.
That was when he panicked and ran.
If he wasn’t a linker, maybe he was only a rook—a jacker who passed for a mindreader, usually so they could keep a normal job. But Mr. Trullite was paying me to find hidden jackers, no matter what their situation, even if they were relatively harmless rooks. I left Mr. Trullite’s side and sprinted down the south wing of the mansion, skirting the landscaping that heaped onto the tightly trimmed lawn. I needed to get closer. If I’d caught the gardener by surprise, rather than the other way around, I might have been able to knock him out. Now that he was on full alert, I could barely stay in his head, much less stop him from running off. Maybe my skills really had gotten weaker. Back in the camp, when I was mentally wrestling with jackers all the time, I had gotten stronger the more I used my abilities. But the last time I’d wrestled with another jacker was when that angry clan found me, and that was months ago.
I pushed as hard as I could into the gardener’s mind, going deeper and distracting him into stumbling. He landed knee-down in the grass. Fear stung his mind as an image flashed through his thoughts: a man in a dark, skin-hugging mask. A contractor from Jackertown. The kind that set up deals between mindreaders with lots of cash and jackers willing to do anything for it.
I sucked in a breath. David wasn’t a rook. He was a jackworker.
This was not good.
Picking up my pace, I linked a thought to my dad’s mind. Dad—
His thoughts rushed a million miles an hour. What are you doing?
What’s going on! I should have linked in earlier, before I took off running. With my Impenetrable Mind, my dad couldn’t link his thoughts into my head, so communication was always a little one-sided.
The gardener who works in back. He’s on the run. South lawn. I didn’t have to say he was a jacker. That was the only threat that would make either of us break a sweat.
Let me handle this! My dad’s thoughts burned through my head. I don’t want you chasing after some strange jacker. He could be anyone.
I slowed to let my dad catch up. Yeah, well, Mr. Anyone is getting away. I clung to David’s mind, but the farther he got, the more I struggled to keep him from shoving me out. He staggered out of the gardens and tore across the lawn. And he’s from Jackertown.
My dad let loose a mental curse, the kind he never let my mom hear, and sprinted past. I caught up to him at the end of the south wing, ready to put on some speed. David was a hundred yards away, out of Dad’s range, and halfway across the expanse of lawn that pushed back the raw Illinois forest surrounding the estate. I’d still be able to track him in there, and maybe the thick underbrush would slow him down. Then again, maybe the masked contractor that hired him to jack Mr. Trullite would be waiting in the woods with a gun. I pulled out of David’s mind so I could sweep the forest to the full extent of my ability. No one was there, but Mr. Trullite’s estate was huge, extending beyond my quarter-mile reach. At least there was no one close by, and we’d have a heads-up before anyone could shoot us, even if they could get a line of sight through the trees.
Still, not really a situation I wanted to get into.
I quickly checked back on Mr. Trullite. He had ushered his spooked guests inside, assuring them that his granddaughter “Lucy” was a mindjacker—which thoroughly shocked them. Waves of fear pulsed through their minds and distracted them while Mr. Trullite tried not to think of my real name. He was more concerned about keeping my identity secret than his own safety.
I focused back on the jackworker, more determined than ever to stop him.
Near the edge of the neatly manicured lawn, David was about to disappear into the thickets. As I reached for his mind, my dad stopped cold, drew a gun out of a holster inside his jacket, and fired. Nearly a hundred yards away, the jacker went facedown in the grass. My breath caught, and I stumbled to a stop. Did my dad just kill him? Then I realized the gun barrel was too wide for a regular gun, and his shot had made a pop-whoosh sound.
I unlocked my legs and jogged up next to my dad. “Where’d you learn to be such a marksman with a dart gun?” My lungs fought for air between my words. I wanted to ask, And when did you start carrying a weapon?
“Weapons training.” His face darkened, the way it did when I asked questions about his past, and he marched toward the fallen body of the jackworker. I pushed into David’s mind to make sure he was only unconscious, felled by the fast-acting sedative from the dart. The same sedative that the government had used in gas form to subdue jackers in the concentration camp. The orange anesthetic of the sedative overwhelmed David’s mind-scent and stung the back of my tongue, bringing back memories I didn’t want to revisit. I spent the walk out to his body trying to keep my mom’s cheese-sandwich lunch from coming back up.
My dad flipped the body over so we could see his face. “Do you know him?”
“No.” He was only a year or two older than me. Were the contractors in Jackertown using kids for jackwork now?
My dad’s clear blue eyes met mine. “Did he get a good look at you? Did he recognize you when you were in his head?”
His words made my stomach twist even more than the orange-flavored sedative. “I’m not sure.”
We had never discussed what would happen if we actually found a hidden jacker during our mindguard duties. Only the government was equipped to keep jackers contained for any length of time. And I’d rather cut off my own arm than hand another jacker over to them.
The security goons crunched the dry grass as they trotted up. They would be defenseless against this guy once he woke up. You’re not going to give him to these bozos, are you?
No. We’re letting him go.
I hiked up my eyebrows.
We’ll erase him first, my dad elaborated. Then take him up to Wisconsin.
I cringed. If we erased his memories and dumped him in Wisconsin, the Jackertown contractor might not find him, or be able to take his lost money out in blood. On the other hand, if we let the jackworker keep his memories, the contractor might piece together who I was and my cover would be blown. And that wouldn’t be safe for any of us, including Mr. Trullite. No, erasing him was the best option.
My dad knelt in the grass as he plunged into David’s sedative-filled mind. The smooth features of the jackworker’s face twitched. He was just a kid, too young for this kind of business.
But he should have known better than to do jackwork in the first place.






 

I twisted to look through the rear window of the limo. My dad was staring after me, feet planted wide. Go straight home, had been his explicit instructions.
The protesters at the gate shook their fists as the limo approached. I jacked them to look away, and their fists fell slack at their sides. The demens guy was still passed out, so I reluctantly reached into his head to wake him up.
As the limo glided past the protesters, I drummed my fingers on the bamboo tray next to me. I couldn’t imagine my dad letting me work security for Mr. Trullite anymore, not when there was a chance I had been found out. Even with the jackworker’s memories erased, the contractor would know something had gone wrong. Next time, he would send a stronger jacker or come investigate himself.
I just hoped I wouldn’t get my dad fired. Mr. Trullite made it clear from the beginning that we were a package deal—he wanted me, the girl who stared down FBI agents to rescue a bunch of changeling jacker kids. Any other mindguard work my dad could get would be more danger for less money. Most jackworkers carried guns, not garden tools.
When my dad quit his job with the Navy (because of me), it left a stone weighing in my stomach. A lot of jackers rooked as readers so they could keep working, but my dad’s jacker skills from his years in the Navy didn’t translate well to the mindreading world—except in security. Even my Mom, who was a mindreader, couldn’t get work because she might give us away. She had stayed home all those years, keeping my dad’s jacker secret, and now that it was out in the open (because of me), she still had to lie (also because of me).
Things were so messed up.
I leaned forward to rub my temples and the limo seat shifted with me. If my dad lost his job with Mr. Trullite, we’d end up in the slums or Jackertown, along with the other out-of-work mindjackers. That was no place for my mom. Or Xander, the changeling I’d rescued and who lived with us now. Or me, for that matter—the jackers that attacked us in Gurnee weren’t the only ones unhappy that I had forced them out of hiding.
Our rental house was small, but at least it met the range codes and my mom didn’t have to hear the neighbors’ thoughts in her dreams. It was up to my dad and me to keep our family safely in the suburbs and away from jackers, which was why I didn’t tell him that I had no intention of going straight home. I would stop off at our house to change clothes, but I was scheduled for a shift at the Dutch Apple diner, which my dad didn’t know about and I wasn’t telling him.
My shift wasn’t until later, but coming in early would earn me a few extra unos. If my dad lost his job, we would need every uno to hold us over. Plus I had been secretly saving money, in case my brother Seamus lost his West Point scholarship. As a mindreader, life was mesh for him at school—I wanted it to stay that way.
The limo eased to a stop in front of our rental complex in Libertyville, a battalion of skinny four-story houses covered in weathered gray-blue paint and lined up like soldiers in a mile-long parade. They each had the minimum thirty feet of separation, but my dad’s garage shared a wall with the neighbors, and the sound traveled pretty well, even if the mindwaves didn’t. At least we were near the street and had a lawn, instead of being buried deep inside the housing rat maze.
The driver waited while I dashed inside to swap my dress pants for a t-shirt and shorts. I managed to sneak past my mom so she couldn’t waylay me with questions about why I was home so early, but thirteen-year-old Xander stopped me on the way out. He was wearing one of my brother Seamus’s shirts, which was two sizes too big, and his hair stuck up in the back.
I linked into his head, so Mom wouldn’t hear us. What’s up, kiddo?
Where are you going?
Xander was mesh about the need to keep certain things secret, so I usually told him the truth. Rooking as a waitress at the diner.
Can I come? he asked. I’ll rook as a customer! My dad didn’t like us leaving the house, but sometimes Xander and I snuck out at night, just so we wouldn’t go demens being cooped up all the time. We could easily rook as readers—it was the possibility of stumbling on a jacker that had my dad worried. I had changed my looks, but Xander still had the same fresh changeling face that cycled twenty-four seven on the tru-casts for weeks. My dad would freak if he found out about the Dutch Apple, but it would be worse if I took Xander.
Not this time, sport. Be mesh and cover for me, okay?
If Mom asks, say I went for a run.
Xander’s face fell, but he let me skitter out of the house without any more protest.
The limo driver dropped me off behind the diner, next to the dumpsters and the hydro recharge station. I scurried past the back office, where Mrs. Weissmann was bent over a scribepad, her wild wisps of gray hair pulled back off her face. She was madly entering the latest receipts for her tiny business, watching every uno. I whizzed through the kitchen door and automatically reached out to link into every mind in the kitchen and the dining room beyond. A wave of awareness passed through their minds, nothing strong enough to draw their attention, just enough for me to pass as a reader.
The perfect rook. For a couple hours, I could pretend I wasn’t the girl who jackers hated and readers feared.
The customers’ mind-scents blended with the smell of burgers and onions steaming up from the short-order cook’s station. I stepped past his assistant chopping vegetables under a forest of dangling silver pots and dodged another assistant as he cycled through the mindware interfaces on the flash ovens. I grabbed a short apron from the employee closet at the far end of the kitchen and tapped the nameplate until it brought up Lucy. Maintaining the lie here was important, and not just for me. Mrs. Weissmann had her own peculiar ideas about jackers: she knew I was rooking, and she still let me work for her. But her customers would flee if they knew a jacker waitressed at the Dutch Apple.
I checked the mirror on the employee closet door and smoothed a hand over my gelled flat hair, dyed black now with nano-color and trimmed short. The sleek hairstyle and the synth-tattoo that snaked up my throat and cheek pegged me for an asynchroner—a rebel who thought it was somehow mesh to listen to music without a melody. Asynchroners could rail against the tyranny of synchronous thought all they liked, but I knew that being “out of sync” with the world was anything but mesh. However, the twisted black vine and blue thorns on my cheek made for excellent camouflage. Too bad it was starting to fade.
Tracey, the waitress on shift, stopped behind me. Early, aren’t you? Her mind-scent was as sugary-sweet as her cherry-red lipstick, and her hands were full with the two plates of hamburgers and chips she had just picked up from the cook. My shift didn’t start until six, but it was Friday, which meant better tips, and I didn’t want her to think I was trying to steal hers.
Got off early from my other job. I glanced at the plates. I’ll finish up these orders, but you can keep the tips.
She handed over the plates with a bright smile. Table two. You can take the tips, hon. I know you need them. And you can have table five—they haven’t placed their order yet.
Thanks. I grinned all the way to table two and delivered the plates, but the couple barely noticed me slide the hamburgers onto their red-and-white-checkered table. A tru-cast had drawn the mental attention of everyone in the diner, dimming the mental chatter as everyone gazed at the screen suspended on the far wall. A tru-caster stood outside the gleaming capitol building in Springfield, her lips unmoving but her thought waves captured by the boom-mic and translated into words scrolling along the bottom of the screen.
A vote by legislators in Springfield today has made Illinois the first state to recognize the presence of mindjackers among the populace. The willowy reporter brushed back the hair that had blown across her face. Politicians in several states are likewise considering legal classification for people exhibiting these mutant powers, a move seen by many as a step to pressure Washington into action against the growing threat they pose. Senator Vellus promises to introduce such legislation soon in the U.S. Senate.
A picture of Senator Vellus, Illinois’s most outspoken anti-jacker politician, flashed on the screen, and I gritted my teeth against the murmur of approval that swept through the minds of the diner’s occupants, including Tracey. If she knew who I really was, she certainly wouldn’t be sharing tips with me. Whispers of fear, loathing and outright hatred wafted through the diner like a bad smell.
The tru-cast camera panned to a group of protesters carrying placards and pumping their fists in the air. They were synchronizing their thoughts, trying to amplify the volume, a favorite technique used to disrupt businesses that the anti-jacker groups suspected were employing jackers. It made for great tru-casting, if you liked helping them augment their hateful message by casting it around the country. Their chant must have reached the boom-mic, because fragments scrolled along the bottom of the screen.
Lock them… stop… do it now…
The tru-caster’s thoughts cut in. It would appear that the vote today has much support throughout the community of citizens who have traveled to the capitol to express their concerns.
Concerned citizens. Right. Maria, the tru-cast reporter who helped me expose the government experiments on jacker changelings, would never have pretended this kind of hate was news.
Mrs. Weissmann strolled into the dining room, obviously alerted by the change in mental volume, even from the back office.
Wass is los? She scanned the diner with her hands on her hips, shorter than me but with twice the presence. Thoughts weren’t really a language, just waves of energy that beamed from people’s heads, but Mrs. Weissmann’s thoughts always came out flavored Pennsylvania Dutch, like her apple pies. Do I serve such schleck that you must watch this trash?
People shifted in their seats, unease spreading through the diner on murmured thoughts. No one wanted her feistiness directed at them. They all liked the pie enough to want to keep coming back.
Mrs. Weissmann threw up her hands and stalked toward the screen. These narrow-minded imbeciles do not know their bottoms from a hole in the ground. They are the ones that should be locked up! With a sharp mental command make the screen off! the tru-cast went black. Mental conversations bubbled up again, but were subdued.
I had to fight back a smile, but it died when two couples in the far corner got up to leave. They were afraid that Mrs. Weissmann was a jacker sympathizer. Their fear left a bitter taste in my mouth even after they scurried out the door.
Mrs. Weissmann walked between the chrome-and-red tables, distracting her patrons with discussions of pie and trying to mute their fears. The world was running more and more scared from jackers every day, and Mrs. Weissmann was already paying a price for her tolerance. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to find out that she had a jacker working for her. It would kill her business, and I didn’t want any more ruined lives on my hands.
I’d had enough of that already.
To my relief, Mrs. Weissmann worked her magic, and the mental chatter slowly turned friendly in her wake. A trio of teenage boys with fashionably sweeping hair teased her about the excess of chili sauce she put in the omelets.
If you don’t like it, you take your business elsewhere! The boys’ mental laughter warmed the tables around them.
I forced my shoulders to relax and shuffled to table five. The couple’s discussion centered on how Mrs. Weissmann should be careful with her thoughts. When I reached their table, I forced myself to link a neutral question to them.
Can I take your order?
They ignored me. Doesn’t she know she could be targeted?
All it would take is someone thinking that she was a sympathizer—
Yes, yes, and then what? She’s not so young and spritely anymore. The couple’s thoughts slid fast and furious over each other.
I think she lives alone. Does she live alone? The man ran his hand through his short-cropped silver hair and the woman shifted in her vinyl-covered seat, twisting her gnarled hands. Do you think she knows any jackers? Maybe she doesn’t.
How would I know?
But if she does, the jackers could turn on her—they might even come to the diner! I’ve heard jackers kidnap readers, and whole families end up as slaves. You know they can jack into your pet’s mind and turn them against you—
I leaned across them to scoop up the tip left by the previous customers and to interrupt their thoughts. The rumors that flew through readers’ minds about jackers kept getting wilder and wilder: it was like the world had gone demens, all ten billion souls feeding off the paranoia of each other.
I tucked the tip in my pocket, making a mental note to give it to Tracey before her shift was done. Can I take your order, please?
The couple simultaneously gave me their orders. Eight months ago, sorting the barrage of their thoughts would have made my head hurt. Now, I quickly scribed their meals on my pad and cast it to the kitchen without thinking. I tucked the pad in the pocket of my apron and scurried to get their drinks.
They resumed their argument as soon as I turned my back.
I had filled two glasses with ice and started to pour their tea when the front door dinged, announcing a new customer. I glanced up, hoping they might take a table in my half of the diner, but I froze when I saw who it was.
Raf.
Familiar dark curls and trim soccer physique. My smile was automatic, and my heart missed a beat, the way it did every time I saw him, but between that skipped beat and the next, I saw who was behind him.
His parents!
Raf blocked the doorway, his hands reaching for the doorframe, and his dark brown eyes went wide. His parents bumped into him from behind, and Raf’s broad shoulders hopefully prevented them from seeing me.
What was he doing here? And why had he brought his parents? He knew I worked at the Dutch Apple! Raf peeled his gaze away from me and turned back to his mom, apologizing to the diminutive Mama Santos for nearly knocking her off her three-inch heels. He was buying me a second of time. I set down the cold glasses of tea, now slippery with condensation, and fled for the kitchen.
I just prayed I could get out before Raf’s parents gave me away as a jacker.






 

I wove through the kitchen of the Dutch Apple, dodging the short-order cook and linking a thought to Tracey. Tables are all yours. Order’s up on table five. Mrs. Weissmann had returned to her office, working on her recordkeeping. Taking a break, Mrs. Weissmann, I linked as I rushed past.
A break! Of course. Why do you bother to come? But her thoughts held no malice.
I linked back to check on Raf and his parents, to see if my cover had been blown. Raf was humming one of his awful synchrony band songs, “It’s Not Like You,” to mask his worried thoughts that he had given me away.
Don’t stand in the doorway! his father thought.
What is wrong with you, Raf? Mama Santos thought. Stop that humming! It’s not polite.
I shoved open the back door of the diner and fled for the relative safety of the parking lot. I kept going along the back of the building, across the crumbled pavement, and didn’t stop until I was next to a dumpster that reeked of yesterday’s rotting vegetables—out of Raf’s mindreading range, and more importantly, his parents’. Of course I could still hear their thoughts.
There’s plenty of room here! Mama Santos thought. And you were worried it might be full.
Lucky for us, Raf thought. I know you wanted to try the pie. With me out of the room, it was easier for Raf to pretend that I had never been there, which made the tension in my body step down. Mama Santos and Raf’s dad busied themselves with picking out a table.
Convinced that I’d escaped unnoticed, I pulled back from their minds. I wanted to ask Raf what he was thinking, showing up in the middle of the Dutch Apple and especially bringing his parents! He knew I had a shift tonight. It was risky for me, risky for Mrs. Weissmann. Even risky for him if his parents found out he was still seeing me. I could have linked that thought to his head, but then his careful attempts not to think about me would have been scuttled.
The official story was that Raf and I weren’t seeing each other anymore, after my family changed names and left Gurnee. Which made his parents happy—they were convinced that I had been jacking him all along, because otherwise why would he want a girl like me? When I was a non-mindreading zero, they didn’t mind, but now that I was a mindjacker, they wanted Raf to have nothing to do with me. It didn’t help that I had been wearing Mama Santos’s frilly red blouse when I had rescued the jacker changelings on a national tru-cast.
Even my family didn’t know about me and Raf. Well, I had told Xander, because I needed him to cover for me when I snuck out of the house to meet Raf, which didn’t happen often, only every other week or so, between my work and his soccer practice. Mostly, we spent our time sending furtive scrits, but if he wanted to see me, we could have arranged it. He certainly didn’t need to risk coming to the Dutch Apple.
Raf and his parents would probably stay for a while. Maybe I should hail an autocab and go home. As I tried to figure out what to do next, the back door opened, and Raf stepped into the afternoon sun, shading his eyes. I hesitated to link any thoughts into his head—he was still in thought range of the rest of the diner.
When he saw me, he beamed the irresistible grin that I loved, but I waited while he sprinted across the pavement with soft soccer footfalls. When I was sure he was out of range of the diner, but before he reached me, I linked a thought to him.
Have you lost your mind?
He slowed as he came up alongside the dumpster with me, his smile bright white against the light olive of his skin, just starting to darken with all the time he spent in the summer sun.
Hello to you too.
I crossed my arms and checked that the back door had swung shut. When I was sure our spoken words wouldn’t drift in to cause any more problems, I said, “What are you doing here?”
He held out his hands. “My parents heard about the Dutch Apple and got this demens idea to come early for dinner, to beat the rush. I knew you had a shift tonight, but I couldn’t remember when, and I couldn’t think about it too hard or they’d totally pick that up. It was either come with them, or let them go without me, and I figured this would be safer.” He gestured to my shorts pocket. “They were nearby, so I couldn’t exactly scrit you to ask.”
I slipped my hand into my pocket to check that I had my phone. Raf and I kept our scrits to when his parents weren’t nearby to catch a stray thought wave. If they found out I was working at the Dutch Apple, they would tell everyone that a jacker waitressed at the diner, and I would have to quit. Mrs. Weissmann’s business would be hurt, and my dad would go ballistic.
“What did you tell them just now?” I asked. “They have to be wondering why you’re sneaking out the back of the diner.”
“I told them I saw a cute waitress I wanted to ask on a date.”
“What?” I leaned away.
“That way they’ll be sure not to follow me out,” Raf said patiently. “They would never guess it was you, or I wouldn’t be telling them, right?” He dipped his head to peer at me through the dark lashes framing his soft brown eyes. “You know I would never blow your cover.”
I gave a small nod. Raf was second only behind my dad in the over-protective department.
Raf smiled, shifted closer, and slipped his arm around my waist. “Although I can’t complain about having you alone for a change, Lucy.” He tapped my name badge with his free hand, his light touches paging through the names of the other wait staff. “Sandra, Karen, Elizabeth. If you have to be someone else for a while, I think it should be Elizabeth.”
“Next time I change my identity, I’ll let you pick the name.”
His arm tightened around my waist and he dropped his voice. “Someday you won’t have to be anyone but yourself.”
Raf was convinced that eventually the world would settle down. I hoped like crazy he was right. I wanted to believe that one day the world would forget about Kira Moore, face of the jackers, and we wouldn’t have to hide anymore.
“It’ll take time,” Raf said, “but even my parents will change their minds about you. Someday they’ll see you the way I do.”
“How’s that?” I pushed back the dark curls that had fallen in his eyes.
“A really cute girl who has really awful taste in music.”
I smiled as his soft Portuguese accent drew out the word awful. “Maybe someday you’ll decide to listen to music that’s worthwhile.”
He tucked my hand against his chest, trapping it as he wrapped both arms around me. Then he whispered in my ear. “Link with me, Kira.”
My name on his lips, whispered close like that, melted me. I linked gently into his mind, and his lips found mine. Linking thoughts while kissing was the closest we would ever come to the synced hearts and minds, completely shared and open, that mindreaders felt when they touched. At least Raf’s mind was open. I tried to be honest, here in his embrace, his lips pressed to mine. I let my mind roam, floating along with the eddies and curls of his feelings. The scent of his mind hinted at fresh linen that had been warmed by the sunshine of his thoughts. There was no trace of worry or concern.
This is how we should be. Always, thought Raf. No hiding.
I won’t hide anything from you. But even that wasn’t true, as I kept my darker thoughts quarantined in my own mind: thoughts about the risk he took in seeing me; about how I should have stopped seeing him after we moved; how I shouldn’t make Raf learn to lie for me, like my mom had lied for years for my dad. Yet when Raf kissed me like this, with his heart wide open, it was impossible for me to stay away.
If the world knew this part of you, he thought, they would never be afraid.
I pulled out of Raf’s mind, guilt getting the better part of me. He made a small sound of disappointment as soon as my mind’s presence disappeared from his. When we did have a chance to be alone, he couldn’t get enough of me linking in and sharing thoughts with him.
“More kissing, less talking,” he whispered against my lips, knowing I had pulled back so we could talk out loud.
I tucked my head down and played with the rough Blue Devils patch on his shirt. “We’re lucky your parents didn’t see me. It was risky for you to come.” Risky for you to be with me. But I couldn’t bring myself to say that out loud. He held me loosely now, giving up for the moment on kissing. Being patient. The way he always was with me, for reasons I didn’t understand, even having linked thoughts and gently explored his mind. I knew that he loved me. I just didn’t understand why.
“I’m getting better at focusing my thoughts,” Raf said. “And humming. All things considered, I thought it went rather well.” Raf was proud of his deception, which I guess he should be, given how hard it was for mindreaders to lie, Raf in particular.
It still made me cringe. “You should have let them go and tried to scrit me before they got here. I probably could have left in time.”
“Maybe. But if you hadn’t gotten the scrit, it would have been worse. Besides, if I hadn’t come along, I wouldn’t have had a chance to kiss you by the smelly dumpster.”
“Yeah, well you’re right about that,” I said. “I would at least have picked somewhere more romantic.”
“Like where?” Raf snuggled me closer.
“Like…” Kissing or even hand-holding was such an intimate sharing of thoughts and feelings that mindreaders usually did their touching in private, out of range so that other minds wouldn’t be privy to the comingling of their thoughts. “Maybe we could take a drive to the forest preserve?”
“Oh yes. I’m sure your father would let me borrow the hydro car for a spin.”
“Or maybe we could take an autocab.”
“Now you’re thinking,” he said. “A long autopath, circling through Chicago New Metro. I’d take you up north of the city. I think they have beaches on Lake Michigan up there.”
“Beaches are mesh.”
“Speaking of romantic things with your extremely mesh boyfriend…” Raf released me for a moment to dig something out of his pants leg pocket. He held up a transparent film with red lines scrawled across it. It took me a moment to realize the lines were folded into two Celtic knots that curled around each other into the shape of a heart.
“A tattoo?”
He frowned. “Is it not romantic enough?” He held the film up to the sky, peering at it. “It only lasts a few months, you know, in case you decide to trade up for a boyfriend who’s got more game in the romance department.”
I took his cheeks in my hands. “You are the most romantic guy on the planet, Raf. There are ballads being sung right now about your romantic powers.”
He smiled under my palms. “You know it’s true.”
“So,” I said, taking the tattoo by the edge of the film. “Where should I put it?”
He dug in his pocket again and came out with another film. “Actually, I have a matching set.” He held up my left wrist, placed one of the films on the skin right below it, and looked up at me. “Ready?”
I nodded, and Raf blew a long, hot breath to activate it, then clamped down to press it into my skin. It burned as the acid from the synth-ink etched into my flesh, but the pressure made it easier to bear. I did the same for him, trying to make sure I gripped his wrist hard enough for the tattoo to take.
He grinned at me while we waited the thirty seconds for the transfer to complete, then we peeled them off. I sucked in a breath when the fresh air met the acid and the stinging grew sharper. Raf lifted my hand to gently kiss my wrist, then leaned in close to kiss me on the lips. I linked into his mind again, for a proper thank you.
A solid marble presence was suspended there. A jacker was in Raf’s head!
Before I could react, Raf slumped into me, all two hundred pounds of soccer physique weighing me down as he fell. A growling scream surged up through me, but was muffled by Raf’s shirt in my face. I plunged deeper into his mind, shoving out the jacker that was there. Raf was alive, but he was knocked out. I struggled to keep him upright, but Raf’s dead weight pulled me down to the ground with him.
“He should’a listened to you, little Kira,” rumbled a voice nearby. I flung out toward the jacker, reaching for his mind as a tug of awareness made me think I know that voice.
I jacked deep into the firm gel of the jacker’s head and his name instantly popped up. Molloy. Ruthless jacker Clan leader that I had betrayed and left behind in an Arizona prison camp. He was supposed to be locked up with FBI Agent Kestrel, but instead he was here, at the Dutch Apple, knocking out Raf.
I struggled with Raf’s body while I wrestled with Molloy in his mind. Heavy footsteps scraped the rough pavement next to me. I had to keep Molloy from executing whatever plans he had for me until I could get Raf safely away. I tunneled deeper in Molloy’s mind, searching for the places where I could inhibit his heart rate, make him stumble, anything, but he was too strong for me. He shoved me around, parrying every thrust I made.
I linked a threat to him, hoping to slow him down. I swear, if you hurt him, I’ll…
Something struck the side of my face, hard, flinging any thoughts right out of my head. I didn’t feel the pain for a full half second, then a blinding throb ripped across my face. My breath stopped with the force of it. I slumped on top of Raf and tried to get my bearings.
“I thought you might be some trouble, little Kira,” Molloy said, his giant face a gray blur near mine. “Which is why I brought this.”
An electric shock arced across my back and my entire body froze into a statue that clutched at Raf’s shirt. With a slithering itch, the shock rushed my brain, which sizzled and sparked like there was an electrical storm raging in my head. Then it shorted out and blackness descended on me, even though my eyes were wide open. The last thing I saw was Raf’s limp hand on the ground. In spite of all my efforts to hide, in spite of all my attempts to be someone else, it had come to this.
The people I loved would pay the price for everything I had done.






 

I awoke to the feel of a finger brushing my cheek. It left a trail of pain in its wake, even though the touch was feather soft. I flinched, then I realized someone was touching me. Some praver that liked to touch girls when they were unconscious. I lashed out and my mind plunged deep into his. My entire body seized up, and my mind reflexively jerked away, like a hand dropping a red-hot plate. Only then did my brain register the sensations gripping my body. Icy pain. Bottomless grief. A deep dread, like all the brightness had been sucked out of the world.
I drew in a shaky breath and tried to process what was happening, but the feelings faded, like a strange momentary hallucination.
“I didn’t tell you to beat her up,” said a quiet male voice close to me. I struggled to open my eyes and found the source of the voice inspecting my face. He was young, only a year or two older than me, and his face had a soft, warm quality that made me want to like him, even though I couldn’t think of one rational reason why I would like a praver who touched me in my sleep.  
“She put up a fight.” Molloy’s enormous bulk blocked the light above us. I was laid out on a lumpy couch with a line of white columns on either side. The columns were connected by metal racks that stretched up to form a narrow canyon. My blurred vision could barely make out a highway of lights floating far above us. The place smelled of old plastic and machine grease. The boy leaned close, perched on his chair, elbows on his knees, fingers laced.
“Your methods are barbaric.” His words were for Molloy, but his eyes roamed my face, like I was a rare specimen Molloy had captured and he was checking me for damage. I tried to move my lips, but my face was still numb from Molloy’s shock device.
The boy saw me struggle and bent closer, speaking so softly it was almost a whisper. “I’m sorry to bring you here this way. How are you feeling?”
His almost transparent blue eyes were intensely curious, as though he thought my feelings held the answer to the universe’s greatest mystery. I thought he might try to jack in to get the answer to his question, but there wasn’t any pressure on my mind. What had happened when I tried to jack him before? My mind groped for an answer, but it was like a bad dream where all you remember is that you don’t want to remember it. I wondered if he was a jacker at all.
The boy nodded, as if I had answered his question, which I hadn’t.
My lips unstuck enough that I could lick them, dry and coated with a fine grit. Then I remembered: “Raf!” It came out as a croak and I tried to sit up, reaching out to search Molloy’s mind for what he had done with Raf. Molloy easily swatted me away. I had no mental strength whatsoever. The boy steadied me as I swayed on the couch, but I shrank from his touch.
“We’re not going to hurt you, keeper.”
Right. Which was why I was sprawled on his couch with an electric hangover. And why was he calling me keeper?
“Wha…” My tongue was a useless lump in my mouth. I swallowed and tried again. “What did you do with Raf?”
The boy frowned and turned to Molloy, who tilted his head down the skeletal row of shelving. “She means the reader.”
I craned my head so that I could see Raf, but I was stiff and achy, and my vision was so blurred I could barely see past the end of the couch.
“Why did you bring the pet?” the boy asked Molloy. “We don’t need him.”
“Insurance.” Molloy folded his beefy arms, his red hair wild and flowing down to his shoulders. “I’ll not be trusting her again, Julian, and you won’t either, not if you know what’s good for you. Believe me on this.”
I rubbed my eyes and tried to think. They hadn’t killed me yet, and it sounded like Raf was alive too. Insurance. The word sent a shiver through me. I didn’t know what this boy Julian wanted or what Molloy’s plans were, but I was sure none of it would be good. I squinted, trying to see more in the dim light. We were in some kind of warehouse or factory. The closest rack held a mattress and crumpled blankets, like someone had slept there but not made the bed. My couch and the chair Julian sat in comprised a sort of living room. A few more makeshift bed racks stretched down the row, then rectangular shapes the size of doors dangled from a crossbeam between the columns. At the end the row opened into a larger area where several fuzzy figures moved about. Molloy said Raf was down there. That was probably also the way out.
Julian studied me again, stroking the scruff on his cheek with his long fingers. His dark hair was mussed, like he had used his fingers for a comb, and he was either deeply tanned or possibly Latino.
“Trust is something earned, is it not, keeper?” His voice rumbled smooth, almost hypnotic. Or maybe it was the electrical storm still fuzzing my head.
“Why do you keep calling me that? And what do you want with us?”
“I’m calling you what you are, Kira.” His smile glowed in the low light. “I’ve admired you for a while. Your performance with the changelings was very impressive. And letting the world know of our little secret…” He templed his fingers and tapped his lips with them, as if choosing his words carefully, then he leaned forward and dropped his voice. “Well, I can’t thank you enough for that.”
I moved away from him, pressing my back into the musty fabric of the couch. Why was he grateful for me outing jackers? Most jackers seemed to think I had ruined their lives with that piece of honesty.
He leaned back, giving me space again. “But what are you, precisely? Mr. Molloy tells me you are a keeper, which I can see for myself is true. Which is very fortunate for us.” He pursed his lips. “Perhaps not so much for you.”
I didn’t know what this hypnotic jacker wanted with me, but I needed to find Raf and get us out of here. Considering I was barely able to sit up without feeling woozy, that meant going along with whatever his game was… for the moment. Until I figured a way out of this mess.
“What is a keeper?” I asked. “And why does it matter to you what I am?”
“You are the one who started everything, and yet you don’t seem to understand.” He eyed my name badge, which still said Elizabeth. “Maybe you’re confused about who you are.”
I sat up straighter. “I know who I am just fine. Thanks for your concern.”
He sat back in his chair, amusement playing on his face. “A keeper is a jacker who can keep their thoughts. Their mind barrier is virtually impenetrable, at least to normal jackers. And in your case, even to me. Which is very interesting.” Again he tapped his fingers to his lips. “As much as I’d love to know why that is, we don’t have time for that. But it does make you just what we need.”
“And what is that?” I hoped to cut to the chase. If this Julian person wanted something from me, maybe I could bargain our way out of this. Or at least get Raf out of the equation and then go from there.
“I have a job that you might be interested in.”
“I’m not a jackworker.”
“No, of course not,” Julian said. “I wouldn’t expect someone like you to be jacking for something as simple as money. I knew you would be interested in much more than that, keeper, which is why I brought you here.”
“You brought me here?” I flicked a look to Molloy.
“Well, I’ll admit that it was Mr. Molloy’s idea,” said Julian. “Although I was entirely for it, once he confirmed the rumor about your keeper abilities. Finding you was a bit of a problem, with you rooking in the suburbs, but there aren’t many father-daughter mindguard teams in Chicago New Metro. Getting our jackworker into Mr. Trullite’s compound to conduct a little surveillance, to make sure it was you, was the easy part.”
My eyes went wide. The gardener.
“To bring you here,” Julian continued, “I needed someone who knew how vital you were to our plans. Someone who could ensure you would consider what we had to say.” Julian glanced at Molloy. “I’m sorry Mr. Molloy took my instructions a little too literally.”
Molloy grinned like he enjoyed the process of bringing me in. “That driver was quite the helpful lad with information on your whereabouts.” A chill ran up my back. Molloy had jacked the driver, and he already had Raf. That meant Molloy knew everything: where my family lived, where my dad worked. I had no doubt that Molloy would kill them all if I didn’t do what he—or this Julian person—wanted.
My hands bunched the loose fabric of the couch next to me. “What is this jackwork you want me to do?” I asked Julian.
But it was Molloy that answered. “It seems that Agent Kestrel has a particular interest in you, lassie. And we aim to feed you to him.”
My head snapped back to Molloy. “What?”
He smirked, obviously enjoying my shock. When jacker Agent Kestrel had dropped off the grid, I was furious that he had gotten away with everything: sending innocent jackers to the camp, experimenting on changelings as young as twelve. He had slunk underground, and worse, he had taken the camp prisoners with him, including the changelings I had been forced to leave behind. The only good part was that he had Molloy too. Only here he stood, threatening to hand me over. That Kestrel would want me back was no surprise: he wanted my DNA for his research, plus I’d put three darts in him and sent him into hiding. That Molloy would be the one to hand me over was a possibility I hadn’t even considered.
It would have been better if Molloy had simply killed me in the parking lot.
“Why?” I asked Julian, my voice weak. “Why would you turn anyone over to Kestrel?” An icy trickle made my stomach seize up.
Julian stabbed Molloy with an unappreciative look. “I’d never turn another jacker over to Kestrel.” His voice gentled when he turned back to me. “And I wouldn’t ask anything of you, keeper, that I wasn’t willing to do myself. I’ll be going with you. Together, maybe we can stop that monster and free the jackers he’s holding prisoner in that torture chamber of his.”
“Wait, what?” The chill drained out of my stomach when I realized that Molloy had been joking. Or perhaps exaggerating. Or maybe not, with the smirk that still lit his face. “You’re asking me to turn myself in to Kestrel?”
The tiny smile was back on Julian’s face. “The last thing Kestrel will expect is to have you come looking for him, no? We can talk more about the details later. First, I need to know what you can do.”
First, I needed to get out of there, and fast. I didn’t need to know any more about Julian’s plans. If it involved me going within a mile of Kestrel, they could count me out. Whatever revenge Kestrel had planned for me was sure to be unpleasant, not to mention deadly.
But I needed to keep Julian talking until I could figure a way out of this.
“You already know what I can do,” I said. “I have a hard head. A keeper, or whatever you called it.”
“Yes, but Mr. Molloy tells me you can view at long distances like Ava, as well.” He gestured to the distant figures. My vision was coming back into focus, and I could see one of the figures breaking away from the group and striding past the door-shaped panels that dangled between the columns. Ancient industrial machinery snaked along a far wall, its metal frames dotted with large wheels and circular blades. I guessed that we were in an abandoned factory, maybe one of the ones left behind when the city depopulated under the range ordinances a hundred years ago. The building around us was cavernous, and we were dead center, at least a hundred feet from the edges.
Just far enough to be out of normal jacker range.
I made a mental note to check out what lay beyond the walls as soon as I got some reach back. A petite girl with long blond hair glided down the row. Her features were delicate, and her wide blue eyes made her look like a child, but she was probably in her mid-twenties. She came to rest next to Julian, her fine-fingered hand alighting on his shoulder.
“Kira, meet Ava,” Julian said. “Ava can reach minds much farther away than a normal jacker. She’s a mage, like the rest of us. With the exception of my burly, ill-mannered friend, Mr. Molloy. You don’t have any hidden talents you’ve forgotten to share with me, do you, Mr. Molloy?”
“I have a talent for smacking jackers who are a little too full of themselves,” replied Molloy dryly, but he made no move against Julian.
Julian just laughed. Why was Molloy—Clan leader and general thug with no compunction about killing readers and jackers alike—willing to take ribbing from Julian, a boy with delicate manners and a smooth voice? Something didn’t fit. What kind of jacker was Julian?
“What’s a mage?” I asked. “Sounds like a magician.”
“Well, you’re a mage,” Julian said. “Haven’t you figured that out by now?”
“I’m just a jacker.” Prior experience told me that keeping my abilities to myself was usually best.
“You’re much more than that, keeper.” He was eyeing me again, as if assessing me for some kind of test. “Mages are jackers who have extra abilities, beyond the normal jacking, like Ava here.” He rested his hand on her hip in a friendly way. I wondered if they were lovers, but it didn’t seem so. Julian had an ease about him, like he was comfortable with everyone. “She can reach for miles, reading minds in every direction, including up.” He seemed to find her ability delightful. “Didn’t you view an airplane coming in for a landing at O’Hare yesterday?”
“That was simple.” Ava’s voice was as airy as the rest of her. “Not that the passengers were thinking anything interesting.”
“I can’t reach that far,” I said. Knowing that Ava could reach farther than me made me feel more… normal. “I can only reach a few thousand feet, not even half a mile.” The words slipped out before I knew what I was doing. I cursed myself inwardly and resolved to keep a closer eye on Julian. He was slippery. Then I realized that my theory about being special, about being Kestrel’s genetic key for his research, might not be true after all. I thought I was unique in having extra jacking abilities, but if there were others like me, with even stranger abilities—
“She can do more than that, Julian,” Molloy said. “She can jack at those distances too. And she can fight off the gas as well.”
I bit my lip. Molloy already knew some of my abilities from our time together in the camp, but that didn’t mean I needed to share any more.
“Interesting.” Julian dropped his hand from Ava’s hip and leaned forward. “I haven’t heard of anyone able to fight off the gas. I wonder if that’s part of being a keeper. Tell me, how does it work?”
“Magic.”
A smile flashed across his face, like this was a game. “It certainly seems that way, doesn’t it? That’s okay, keeper, you can have that secret for now. As for jacking at long distances… that is impressive. So you have at least two abilities, three if you count jacking and viewing as separate ones. Tell me, is it true what the rumors say? That you can jack even the most hardened mind? That no one is impenetrable to the Impenetrable Mind?”
“Yes, and I can shoot lasers from my eyeballs as well.”
Julian laughed outright, then nodded to Ava. She drifted back down the row, and I squinted after her, trying to see the figures that milled by the tables at the far end. One of them started to twirl around and around, doing pirouettes. He drifted into a spot of light, and I saw it was Raf. The pravers at the far end of the building were forcing him to dance like a marionette.
I heaved myself up from the couch, startling Julian who tipped his chair backward, and I reached toward Raf with my mind. My mental strength was coming back, but I could barely brush into his mind, much less wrestle with the jacker whose presence was burrowed deep inside, making him perform this grotesque dance. Worse, my body still hadn’t recovered, and I didn’t get two feet from the couch before stumbling to my knees, grinding them on the rough carpet.
“Make them stop!” I cried, hoping against hope that Julian might actually do it.
Julian was on his feet now, leveling a cold stare at the far end of the room, and when I looked back, Raf was on the floor, motionless.
No! “What did you do?” I forced my arms and legs to obey me and lunged toward Julian, who caught my weakened arms in his hands with ease. I fought against his hold, then jacked into his mind, but my entire body convulsed as I forced my mind into his. Horror filled me, a screaming terror that erupted out of my mouth. My mind recoiled from his, and my body rebelled as well, as if it knew it should run for its life. Julian held me fast, and I sagged, all fight fleeing from me.
“Let him go.” I was surprised how much it sounded like a sob.
Julian softened his hold on me, but didn’t let go. Which was probably a good thing, because my legs were failing me and his grip was all that was holding me up. “Keeper, your pet is fine.” His voice was warm and gentle. “The other mages won’t play with him again, I promise. He’s just… resting for now.”
I couldn’t catch my breath, but I managed to twist out of Julian’s grasp and stumble to the couch, bracing myself as I fell onto it. Raf still lay unmoving on the floor, and I reached to him with my mind. He was asleep, like Julian said. Sprawled on the concrete floor with one knee in the air, but asleep, with no jacker presence in his mind. I gave a shuddering sigh of relief.
“Whatever it is you want from me,” I said, trying to calm my ragged breath, “you’re not getting it if you hurt Raf. I swear I’ll make you pay for anything you do to him.”
Julian picked up the tipped-over chair and sat with a wide smile on his face. “Now, that’s the spirit! I knew the girl who stared down the FBI would have some fight in her.” His face grew more serious. “It was never my intention to have your… um,” he said, glancing at Raf’s inert body, “friend involved in this. I only asked Mr. Molloy to bring you here so we could ask for your help.”
“You have a funny way of sending an invitation.”
“Well, I knew you might be hesitant to consider our proposal,” Julian said. “But if you hear me out, see what we’re planning, I’m sure you will want to be involved.”
“I doubt that.”
“I wouldn’t have needed your help at all if my sister hadn’t gone missing,” Julian said. “Anna’s a keeper like you, but she was snatched a few days ago. There have been a lot of disappearances from Jackertown in the last month. I believe that Kestrel is behind them, rounding up new victims. Mr. Molloy here has precisely the information we need to find him.”
I narrowed my eyes at Molloy. “You know what rock Kestrel is hiding under?”
“I managed to escape the new facility where he’s experimenting on jackers,” Molloy said. “No thanks to you, lassie.” His voice could cut glass.
“Are the changelings still there?” I couldn’t help wanting to know. That was the one thing that Molloy and I had in common—our horror at children being locked up with the most dangerous jackers on the planet, not to mention that Kestrel’s experiments left them with damaged brains.
“Aye,” Molloy said with a sigh. “And my brother as well. Kestrel had him all these years, all this time…” He choked up. “I couldn’t bring him with me in the escape.” For a fractional second, I felt sorry for Molloy. Then I erased that thought from my mind. Molloy didn’t deserve my sympathy.
“Which is why,” Julian said, “Mr. Molloy will be helping us get back in, where we can free the jackers being held by Kestrel. This is your chance, keeper.” Julian leaned close, his hands laced together. “To put right a wrong that has been going on too long. One you know very well, I believe.”
Julian’s words tugged at me. It still haunted me, not being able to save the changelings Kestrel had sent to that hellhole in the desert. Maybe if I helped Molloy, I could earn my way out of him wanting to kill me and the members of my family, including Raf. And Julian was right—what Kestrel was doing was hideously wrong and should be stopped. I had tried to do just that, and failed. I managed to rescue a few changelings, but only by exposing the hidden mindjackers of the world and painting a target on my back. My family had been paying the price for that ever since.
No, protecting my family and Raf had to take top priority. Besides, I knew better than to trust Molloy. And Julian was a strange entity—something I had never encountered before. The urge to run from him still sang through my body. For the moment I would play along. But the second we had a chance to run, I was taking Raf and leaving.
“Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”






 

Molloy’s shock device slowly wore off, and my mental strength returned, along with full use of my limbs and eyesight, but I bought time by playing it up like I was still incapacitated. I would need all my strength to get us out of the mages’ lair, and even more to get Raf safely away. Now that Molloy knew where we lived, my family would have to move again. Farther this time. But first I had to get me and Raf out of here.
I hadn’t reached beyond the walls of the converted door factory, but I figured we must be in Jackertown, on the edge of downtown Chicago and probably the worst place on the planet for me. The jackers here were the ones that had been hardest hit by going public. My disguise wouldn’t keep them from recognizing me as the girl responsible for the mess their lives had become. Especially if my Impenetrable Mind made them extra curious.
If it was a bad place for me, it was even worse for a reader like Raf.
Julian sat across from me at a beat-up wooden table. We had moved from the bunk area clustered in the middle of the factory to the common area where they kept Raf. He was sleeping on a nearby couch that looked as broken-down as the hundred-year-old machinery. I made them pick him up off the floor, although Julian seemed baffled about why I cared. Ava fluttered nearby in their makeshift kitchen. The cabinets must not have been mindware-enabled, because she was opening them by hand. They were old, doors dented and scarred with time and a thousand uses. The shiny flash oven appeared newly installed, but the rest of the cabinets, tables, and chairs seemed to be left over from a lunchroom for the original factory workers.
The mages apparently lived here, beds clustered in the middle and outside jacking range of the city beyond the walls. There were a dozen bunks, but I counted only four mages: Ava, Julian, and two men who lingered by the bunks, talking to Molloy. I wasn’t sure if Molloy counted as a mage or not. The group of tables where Julian and I sat was far enough from the bunks that it was out of their jacking range. Not for me, of course, but probably at the limits of what the others could do.
A door beckoned from a nearby corner of the factory. I had no idea if it was locked, but red-tinged light seeped underneath it from outside. It was getting late. I tried to keep my eyes from wandering in the direction of the door. Darkness might help, but then again, the idea of being in Jackertown after dark made me shudder.
I pretended the shudder was a full-blown shiver and pulled the scratchy blanket Julian had given me tighter around my shoulders. He inspected me again, his eyes taking a long time to cover the space between my hands clutching the blanket and my face.
“Are you feeling better?” he asked. Ava placed a cup of tea in front of me and drifted back to the kitchen.
“A little,” I lied. I was an expert liar. I just hoped that it would hold until I could find a way out.
Julian crossed his arms, crinkling the shiny nove-fiber shirt that fit him a little too well, like it was custom-made. Between the shirt and his tailored pants, he looked out of place, like he had accidentally wandered into the dingy factory from a corporate boardroom.
“The effects of the butterfly should be wearing off by now.”
“Butterfly?” I asked. “Is that what Molloy zapped me with?”
He nodded. “It’s one of the new anti-jacker technologies the government has been hard at work developing since we became, well, more of a threat.” He held his hand palm up, like I was Exhibit A of the threat jackers posed.
“Then how did Molloy get hold of it?”
Julian pulled a delicate metallic device that looked like an insect from his pants pocket and placed it on the table. It had netted wings and a central body with pointed metallic feet. “Mr. Molloy tells me he used it in his escape from Agent Kestrel’s facility. It’s like a taser, but it appears to have much more severe effects on jackers. I haven’t had time to have it reverse engineered, but my guess is that it’s specially tuned to the electrical frequencies of jacker minds.” Julian was a study in opposites: he looked like someone from my high school, but he talked like a philosophy professor that would happily spend the day musing about the fascinating implications of jacker mind frequencies. His mind was something entirely different.
The tiny metallic butterfly tempted me from the table. A weapon other than my mind would be very handy in getting past Julian. I tore my gaze from it, hoping I hadn’t given away my thoughts.
Julian’s brow wrinkled. “It shouldn’t be taking you this long to recover. I can’t imagine that keepers are any more affected by the butterfly. If anything, it should be the opposite.”
I shrugged and looked for a way to change the subject so Julian wouldn’t get too suspicious. Raf’s deep artificial sleep on the couch was also going to be a problem.
“It’s giving me the creeps to see Raf like that,” I said. “If we’re going to work on this Kestrel thing together, I want him awake.”
“If he’s awake,” Julian said, “he’ll know far more than I’d like for any reader to know about where we live. He can’t know anything about our plans. It’s much better for him to sleep until we’re through.”
Better for Julian, maybe, but not so much for my escape plans. For that, I needed Raf awake and ready to run. “I’ll wipe his mind. He won’t remember a thing about this place or any of you.”
Julian cocked his head. “You are so attached to him, yet willing to wipe his memories? Does he not mind? It’s fascinating that you hold such a person, someone you can so readily control, so close. I have to say, keeper, I didn’t think you were the type of person who enjoyed that kind of power.”
I gripped my blanket a little tighter. “Just wake him up.”
Julian waved a hand in Raf’s direction. “Do it yourself,” he challenged me. I made a great show of focusing on Raf. I could easily have lifted his heart rate and summoned him from that deep sleep, but I faked frustration instead.
“I can’t! Your butterfly has wiped me out!”
Julian sighed and waved Ava over to wake up Raf. I don’t know why Julian didn’t do the jacking himself, but my body flooded with relief to see Raf rub his eyes and struggle to sit up. I hesitated to link into his head, not wanting Ava to sense my mental strength, and I put an artificial stumble in my walk. The couch was overly soft, and I sank way too deep into it, but I managed to wrap my blanket around Raf’s shoulders.
The look on Raf’s face betrayed his panic. He couldn’t read Ava’s or Julian’s thoughts and surely knew right away that they were jackers. He shrugged aside the blanket and wrapped a protective arm around me, glaring at Julian and Ava as if they were circling tigers ready to pounce.
Ava smiled but averted her eyes, the automatic embarrassed reaction of readers and jackers alike to blatant in-the-open touching.
Julian’s face had gone blank. “Now I see how it is.”
My heart sank as I realized the tactical advantage I had just lost. My earlier actions had given away that I cared for Raf, but as long as Raf was asleep, Julian could imagine I used him for my own selfish purposes. An awake Raf radiating his love for me? Unless Julian thought I was truly a monster, he had to see right through my claim that I would wipe Raf’s memories. I linked into Raf’s mind, hoping Ava had fled and ready to shove Julian out, but was surprised to find them not there.
Less of a surprise was that Raf was freaking out. Are you okay, Kira? What’s going on? Who are these people? How did we get here? His fresh-linen mind-scent was laced with the sour bite of fear.
It’s okay, I linked to him. I have a plan. Just stay calm.
Unfortunately, that’s when Raf noticed the bruise on my cheek. He gingerly touched my face and I struggled not to wince. What have they done to you? The look he threw at Julian would have killed him on the spot if Raf was a jacker. Julian caught his stare and held it with a dangerous glare of his own. Raf’s thoughts burned in my head. Did he hurt you, Kira? I swear, if he hurt you…
I could feel the heat of Julian’s eyes on us, and I had to stop Raf’s train of thought, but the idea of jacking him made my heart twist. I needed a monumental-sized distraction that would stop them both at once.
I shoved my fingers through the soft curls at the back of Raf’s neck and pulled him into a fierce kiss. It short-circuited his thoughts as fast as if I had jacked them clean. While he scrambled to figure out what I was doing, I brushed Ava’s mind. She had turned her back on us, just as I had hoped. I didn’t dare reach for Julian, afraid any contact with his mind would bring on another horror show. I heard a huff from the table, as well as a creak from his chair and the quiet padding of his footsteps across the industrial carpeting.
I kept kissing Raf until I was sure Julian wasn’t coming back.
When I pulled away, Raf’s thoughts were substantially less freaked and the sour scent in his mind had faded. Well, this isn’t the most romantic setting I can think of, but it is an improvement over the dumpster.
I couldn’t help but smile; then I stole a glance at the table. Julian had left the butterfly there. I restrained my urge to leap up and grab it. I needed to be smart about this, but we needed to act fast.
I left the blanket with Raf, placing it forcefully into his hands. “You probably need this more than I do.” Be ready. I stayed linked into his mind, but I didn’t want to tell him my plans, in case Ava linked in. I shuffled to the table and picked up the metallic butterfly while Ava’s back was turned, tucking it into my palm and covering it with the mug of tea.
I pretended to take a sip. “This is really great,” I said to her. “Helps with the shakes.”
She threw me a smile over her shoulder, still hovering by the sink. “Julian tried to get Molloy to leave the butterfly behind, you know. I’ve felt what those butterflies are like, and they’re no fun. A jacker should never use one of those on a fellow jacker.” She sounded like she was quoting Julian. I wondered again if they were lovers. Or maybe she simply loved him. I didn’t have time to waste worrying about it.
I put on a smile, feeling only the slightest twinge of guilt that I was planning on using the tiny butterfly on her. I tried to be casual as I closed the space between us.
“Thanks,” I said. “Molloy’s not exactly the type to listen to anyone else.”
She cast a glance at Raf. He was folding the blanket, masking his thoughts by humming. Which wouldn’t have kept Ava out, but she wasn’t trying to link in.
When I reached her, she leaned close and dropped her voice. “He is very cute,” she said. “I can understand why you might want to keep him.”
I mustered another fake smile and hoped she couldn’t hear the pounding of my heart. “Yeah, well he’s kind of shaken up,” I said. “Could you make a cup of tea for him too?”
“Sure.”
As soon as she turned away, I whipped the butterfly out and slammed it against her back, pushing the sharp metallic feet of the device through her long blond hair, her shirt, and probably her skin. She didn’t make a sound as she froze up. I tried to ignore the wide-eyed look of horror on her face and grabbed her arms so that she wouldn’t fall. Raf was off the couch in a flash and caught her before she hit the floor. He swept her up in the blanket and quickly hauled her to the couch.
We have to run. I grabbed Raf by the hand and towed him toward the outside door, but he quickly outpaced me. I didn’t dare reach back to see if we had been noticed, but there was no way they could miss us sprinting across the factory floor. Raf tried to yank the door open, but of course it was locked. What was I thinking?
Raf searched the door, but instead of a passkey sensor it had a numeric key pad. The sheet-metal door seemed like it had been rusting for the last hundred years, along with the machinery. Raf kicked the door with his strong soccer legs. It rattled and shook, but it didn’t give. The boom echoed off a hundred hard surfaces around the factory. If they hadn’t noticed we’d run before, they certainly would now. I turned my back to him, bracing for their mental reach. They would try to jack Raf first, and I needed to keep them away from his head for us to have any chance of escape.
Raf stopped kicking and rustled behind me. Molloy, Julian, and the other two mages were running toward us, but we were still outside their reach. I plunged into Molloy’s mind and wrestled with him, as well as the other two. Their names automatically popped up but I ignored them, searching for ways to slow them down. I couldn’t stop all three of them, and I didn’t even bother with Julian, afraid the recoil might slow me down.
A loud cracking sound made me jump. Raf had pried open the door! He tossed aside the rusty metallic rod, grabbed my hand, and hauled me through the open doorway. I stumbled after him into the damp summer night’s breeze.
I ran but Raf was faster, and my breath heaved as I tried to keep up with him. The massive building of the mages’ hideout was crammed next to a string of boarded-up businesses. Twilight pushed through the distant skyscrapers of downtown to the nearby low-rise buildings of Jackertown. Plasma lights spotlighted old-style brownstones and tiny merchant shops across the street. People scattered around the sidewalks, pushing through the doors of businesses and standing in groups under the lights. I reached out, skimming minds.
They were all jackers.
Everyone was on high alert, reacting immediately to my soft brush of their mind barriers, and awareness of us swept through their thoughts like a roll of thunder. I quickly pulled back. Protecting Raf in this city of jackers was going to be like shepherding a baby sheep through a gauntlet of wolves. I linked into Raf’s head, ready to shove out anyone that might try to jack him. At the same time, I continuously swept ahead and behind us, trying to keep anyone from even getting close.
Raf veered down an alleyway, and I did my best to keep up with him. I dodged a spill that oozed from a tipped-over barrel and held my breath past the dumpsters overflowing trash onto an abandoned armchair. I reached back to check on our pursuers, careful to brush only Molloy, who I knew wouldn’t be able to detect my mental touch at this distance. He was cursing and scanning the street. At least we were out of their line of sight, around the corner before they spotted us, and now we were out of range too.
I waved to Raf to get him to slow down. We wouldn’t stand out so badly in the darkening Jackertown streets if we weren’t running for our lives. I caught up to him and by the time we exited the alley into yet another street filled with broken businesses and boarded windows, we were walking briskly but not at an unduly suspicious pace.
A couple of boys, no older than fourteen, lingered outside a convenience store. When they saw us, they scurried inside. Unfortunately, we caught the attention of a trio of men standing next to an ancient electric recharge station out front. One smacked his partner on the shoulder and gestured toward us with his chin.
Toward Raf, actually. The reader who had wandered into their wolf den.
The force of their minds slammed into me, then dipped into Raf’s head, but I was able to shove them out. They quickly retreated. Testing me, maybe, but they already knew too much just from that. I grabbed Raf’s jersey sleeve to pull him into the shadowed doorway of a furniture store, clearly abandoned when the jackers took over. Raf tried the door, but it was locked.
Should I knock it down? he thought.
I don’t think we can hide. The store was too small to get us out of jacking range. Half the street was staring at us, with the other half busy with their own business, haggling amongst themselves. I kept mindguarding Raf, sweeping for more jackers trying to reach us, but no one was. The trio of jackers was having an animated, silent conversation, probably about us, but brushing their minds to find out exactly what they were thinking would only bring the confrontation quicker. Running wasn’t a great option either. I didn’t even know how big Jackertown was.
We need to find transportation, I linked to Raf. More urgently, we needed to move out of range of the trio. I edged out of the doorway, with Raf close behind. We crossed the street and walked away from the men as fast as we could without actually running.
Can we hail an autocab? he asked.
In my panic, I hadn’t even thought of using my phone. I grinned and fished it out of my pocket. I quickly jacked into the mindware interface and pulled up a taxi-paging service. There were no autocabs for miles. I nudged the closest one, but the holographic display flashed red and disappeared: Service Not Available.
I frowned. Looks like even the autocabs avoid Jackertown. Regular bus service, and indeed any kind of traffic at all, gave Jackertown a wide berth. It was almost like a little island, hanging on the edge of downtown, which wasn’t the friendliest of places to begin with. Especially at night after all the regular downtown workers fled for the relative sanity of the Chicago New Metro suburbs.
I can call my dad, Raf thought. He can come pick us up.
My shoulders hunched up. If Raf’s dad knew I had gotten him dragged to Jackertown, I’d never see Raf again. They would probably move back to Portugal, where Raf’s parents had been born. I put a hand on his arm to keep him from pulling the phone all the way out of his pocket. Your parents are readers. It’s not a good idea to bring them here. Let me try calling my dad.
We had moved out of range of the trio of men, but now they were stalking toward us, keeping pace. I kept up my sweeps around Raf’s mind and picked up our speed, passing a string of boarded windows that were plastered with dozens of photofilms. “MISSING” was stamped in red across the faces. I guessed Julian was telling the truth about the missing jackers, but that wasn’t my problem.
I flipped through my phone list and nudged my dad’s number, but it went straight to message. My throat closed up. Had Molloy caught up with him as well? I hesitated only a moment before pulling up Mr. Trullite’s number. The one he had given me for emergencies. The one my dad didn’t know I had.
It picked up right away. “Lucy?” There was a rumble of concern. Or possibly annoyance. I seriously hoped I wasn’t about to get my dad fired. “Are you okay, dear?”
“Um, Mr. Trullite, look, I’m really sorry to be calling you like this,” I said. “I wouldn’t, except I can’t get hold of my dad and I… I really need to get hold of my dad. Is he still with you?”
“I’m in the middle of that meeting we discussed earlier.” Definitely annoyance now. “Perhaps you could wait until we are through to speak to Mr. O’Reilly.”
“Mr. Trullite, I’m in Jackertown.”
There was silence on the other end.
“I see.”
“I really need my dad to come get me.” Fear hitched a ride on my voice. “Could you please just tell him to call me?”
“Of course, dear,” he said. “I’ll send a driver right away.”
“Oh! No, wait, don’t do that—”
The phone went dead.
I stared at it.
What did he say? Raf was nervously checking behind us. The trio of jackers had formed a triangle, with the older ones slightly behind, guarding their rear flank.
He hung up on me. I’m not sure. I think he might be sending a car. I urged Raf to cross the street again, but half a dozen girls were camped on that side, and their stares weren’t any friendlier. I tugged Raf into the middle of the empty street. It seemed like a hundred eyes and minds were tracking us from behind the boarded-up storefronts. I kept up my vigilant scanning, mindguarding Raf. I felt a surge or two against my head and struggled to swat them away from Raf, but it was only a fraction of the people watching us. If any of them got serious about jacking Raf, I doubted I could hold them off for long. I tried not to let all of my fear show by breaking into a flat run.
My phone vibrated my hand, startling me. I flicked it with my mind to turn it on.
“Kira?” It was my dad’s voice.
“Dad!” I held the phone close, whispering. “I need you to come get us! We’re in Jackertown, at…” I squinted at the street sign, faintly glowing with biopaint. “The corner of 23rd and Laramie.”
“Us?”
“Me and Raf—”
My dad’s curse cut me off. “You and Raf?” he said. “I thought you weren’t seeing him any more—”
“Dad!” I said. “I’ll explain later, okay? Molloy found us and—”
“What?” My dad’s voice turned rough. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” I decided now was not the time to mention the bruise. Or the butterfly. “But we need to get out of here before Molloy and the others find us.” I glanced back at the men, who had paused, probably listening to my conversation. I dropped my voice to a whisper again. “We’re heading east—”
“Jackertown isn’t safe for you, Kira,” my dad cut in. “You don’t need me to tell you why. And Raf—”
“I know!”
“Mr. Trullite gave me a car to come get you.” His voice sounded strained, and the hydro engine hummed in the background. He must be hauling through the suburban streets if the car was making noise I could hear over the phone. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Raf pointed behind us. The men leered, drawing closer. “I gotta go, Dad. Just call me when you get close.”
I hung up the phone and abandoned any pretense, grabbing Raf’s hand and turning to sprint down the street, only to find another two jackers standing dead in the middle, blocking our way. One was a woman, tall and bony, the other a man with a face that had taken a few punches. He could probably arm wrestle Molloy and win. Raf and I stumbled to a stop, trapped between the men behind us and these two in front. I glanced back. The men were holding their position.
I realized too late that they had been herding us.
The woman’s mind slammed into mine with enough force that I swayed back, then she dived deep into Raf’s head. It took me a half second to recover and I was able to shove her out of Raf’s head, but I wasn’t strong enough to wrestle her back into her own mind.
She suddenly pulled back. “Now there’s something I haven’t seen before, Henry,” the woman said.
“What’s that?” Her partner’s sneer made his face even uglier.
“A keeper running trade in Jackertown,” she said. “With your pretty face and that closed head of yours, I’d imagine you could fetch a fine rate all by yourself.”
I had no idea what she meant.
She kept talking. “So why would a keeper be running trade in Jackertown, Henry?”
Henry looked me up and down, taking in my waitress apron with the Dutch Apple logo. “Don’t know, boss. Maybe she’s bringing us some pie.”
“Bet they don’t suspect you at all in that Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz getup.” They both smiled wide, and I had a feeling they were mentally laughing at my expense, but jacking into their heads to listen in seemed like a very bad idea.
“So.” She flicked a look to Raf. “How much for your trade?”
I didn’t know what she meant by trade, but the way she was eyeing Raf, I didn’t think it was because he was cute. More like how much she thought she could get for him on the open market.
Tell her you’re just here for business, Raf thought.
What? I resisted turning toward him. “I’m, um, here for business,” I said to the woman. How do you know anything about this? I linked to Raf.
I have a world-famous mindjacker for a girlfriend, he thought. A guy’s got to be prepared.
I was working full time to keep the shock off my face, but the woman looked surprised enough for both of us. She took a closer look at Raf. He gave her a cool stare in return. My heart was giving my ribcage a beating.
“Your patron looks awfully young to be hiring out jackwork,” she said. “And he doesn’t look rich enough to afford it either. Although he already has a keeper for a mindguard. That can’t have come too cheap. Maybe you’d like to change your mind about trading, keeper? I’m sure I can get a good price for him.”
“She’s not going to trade away her unos supplier,” Raf said in a confident voice. “We’re looking for someone who wants an easy jackwork job.”
I had maybe two and a half unos in my pocket, leftover tips from the diner. I tried to affect the same outwardly cool expression Raf was now wearing, while my mouth was running dry. What are you doing?
Trying to talk our way out of this. Raf pictured a pocket-sized mini-taser in his mind. Just in case it doesn’t work.
What? You’re armed? I was starting to wonder who this Raf was and what he did with my boyfriend.
The woman appraised him again. “What kind of services are you looking for, sweetie? My crew could probably handle your needs, if the price is right. We’re not wetjacks, but you look too sweet for that.” She smiled at Raf in a way that made my fists clench. “Do you want us to jack someone into going to the prom with you?”
Raf’s jaw worked but his voice was calm. “I have a trust fund that I’m coming into when I’m eighteen, but I’m tired of waiting.”
She curled a smile. “Maybe we’ll ransom you instead, sweet thing. I’m sure your mommy will pay handsomely to have her darling boy back.”
“My father’s wife is spending my trust fund on her jewelry collection, something I’m hoping you might be able to fix.” Raf slipped his hands into his pockets, looking casual, but his thoughts showed that he had gripped the taser. If Raf tried the taser on them, there was no way I’d be able to keep the woman and her crew out of his head.
I had to think a way out of this, and fast.
The woman tsk-tsked Raf, like he was a foolish boy. “Not very smart, coming here, sweet thing,” she said. “Your mindguard should have told you that.”
“I warned him,” I said. “I offered to contract for him, but he wanted to meet the jackworker for himself.” They outnumbered me five to one, and they’d have Raf in an instant if they wanted to take him, so I needed to keep them talking. “You know these trustfunders. No sense in their heads. Since you don’t want our business, we’ll just be on our way.”
I grabbed Raf’s arm and edged us out from the squeeze between the woman and her crew.
“No need to hurry,” said a rough voice. One of the men had crept up on us.
“I’ve never met a keeper before, Norma, have you?” Henry said. “They’re what you call ‘rare’ I think. Like one of those mage types, right? How much do you think we can get for one of those?”
“A fair amount, I’d say,” she said. “And the boy might fetch a nice ransom, if he’s a trustfunder like she says. Because I’m sure a keeper would never lie.”
That got a laugh all around.
“Look, we don’t want any trouble…” I said.
“It’s no trouble at all,” said the man with a battered face.
Raf’s fists were clenched at his side, the taser tucked inside. Kira, if they take me, you run and find your dad.
I’m not leaving you here!
Suddenly a small hand reached out to grab mine. I jerked my hand back and turned to see one of the two boys who had disappeared before. The other had hold of Raf, tugging him away from the jackers menacing us. I quickly brushed the soft Jell-O of their minds. They were barely changelings and I could easily jack them, but their thoughts showed they wanted to help us find a place to hide. Raf was giving them a suspicious look, but he couldn’t read their minds like I could. Strangely, Norma and her crew were letting the changelings pull us away. I shuffled backward, unwilling to turn my back on the crew.
The burly man jutted his chin out. “Another time, keeper.” Raf and I and the changeling boys turned and ran full tilt down the sidewalk, hugging the abandoned shops. We didn’t stop until we turned down another alleyway teeming with trash.
“Thank you.” My voice was raspy from the run and the leftover tension. How on earth were these two able to extricate us from Norma and her crew? “We need a place to stay, just for an hour.”
The boys edged closer, and they reminded me of changelings from the jacker camp. Hair disheveled, jeans tattered at the knees and well-worn, like they had one pair and they’d been wearing them for a long time. They must have been thrown out by their parents. They would only be in Jackertown if they had nowhere else to go.
The younger one, all of twelve years old, crept closer. “We can’t read you,” he said softly. “Are you really a keeper?” There was awe in his voice. I was glad he hadn’t figured out I was Kira Moore, face of the outted jackers.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m a keeper, and my friend and I are new here. And thanks. For back there.” I fished in my apron pocket for the bit of tips I had inadvertently taken from the diner. “It’s all I have, but I can pay you more when my dad gets here.”
The older one, who was maybe fourteen, said, “We don’t need your money,” but the younger one dashed his small hand out to scoop the change from my hand. I added on a smile.
The older one frowned, but said, “Come on. We know someone who will let you stay.”
Raf and I followed the boys out the far end of the alley. The next street was mostly brownstones that hadn’t been rehabbed to bring them up to range codes, all short and squat and packed too close together. The boys scurried up a set of stairs to a door with curls of peeling paint. They didn’t knock. It was opened by an elderly woman who ushered them inside. Raf and I quickly followed without saying a word.
The woman was shorter than me, her slender frame wrapped in a flowered housecoat and layered with a knit cardigan that looked handmade. She folded her bony arms, feet planted wide, and appraised us for a moment. “You look like you need a place to stay. The street isn’t any place to be at night, not in Jackertown.” She nodded to Raf. “Especially not for little lost lambs.” He looked put out by her description.
“Thanks for taking us in,” I said, before Raf could ruffle our guardian angel. “We just need a place to stay for an hour or so.”
She swept a gnarled hand out, inviting us into a wallpapered sitting room off the entryway. It had lace hanging from the windows, the lamp shades, and even the shelves. A look from her sent the boys scurrying off through a doorway at the end of the room. In spite of Raf’s amazing performance before, his face was pale and it twisted my insides. I didn’t care that our grandma-savior was standing right there. I buried my face in his chest and gently linked into his mind.
Raf, I’m so sorry. His arms enveloped me, warm and strong, and I quivered against him.
It’s okay, he thought. Everything’s going to be fine. Your dad will be here soon. Raf’s thoughts were tinged with the sour taste of worry, mostly about how he couldn’t protect me on the street. I loved him for that thought, but the idea of him worrying about protecting me was upside down.
I’m so sorry, I linked the thought again. You shouldn’t be wrapped up in my mess.
Raf lifted my hand from where I clung to his jersey and leaned down to kiss my wrist, the two tangled pieces of the heart tattoo disappearing under his lips. I’m just mad my one chance to have you alone was interrupted. He kissed my forehead, lightly lingering there. Wherever you are, that’s where I belong.
Raf was completely wrong. Where we were was absolutely no place for him.
Twitters sounded from the other side of the room. I didn’t detect any other mindjackers in his mind, so our thoughts were private, but we were giving quite a show with the touching, which wasn’t very mesh. The grandma’s smile wrinkled up her face, and the boys spied on us from the doorway. She waved them off and they disappeared in a burst of giggles.
I disengaged from Raf, pulling out of his mind before he could tell me any more intimate thoughts that might make my cheeks burn even more than they were already.
“I’m glad you found your way here,” the woman said, waving at two overstuffed chairs stamped with flowers. “Make yourselves at home.”
“Thank you,” I said, but we stayed standing. “We won’t impose on you long. I called my dad. He’s going to come get us soon.”
“Your dad, Kira?” she said. “He must be worried with you here in the city.”
My jaw dropped. “You… know me.” The hairs rose up on the back of my neck.
She swept a finger along her cheek, mimicking the synth-tattoo I had along mine. “It’s not much of a disguise, dear.”
A nervous laugh bubbled up. “Well, I didn’t plan to come here, where people might recognize me.”
She nodded. “Yet I’m sure you have quite the stories to tell. Why don’t you have a seat while we wait?”
Raf and I slowly sat in the chairs, which were stiff like they were rarely used and smelled faintly of lilacs. The changelings peeked in again from the kitchen doorway.
I inclined my head toward them. “Do you take care of all the orphans here?”
She sent a quick sideways look to the boys and they slipped back through the swinging door. “I look out for all kinds of people who have lost their way.” She perched on a chair opposite us, her light body barely making a dent in it. “You must tell me, dear: how did you break out of that desert camp, just you and no one else?”
Her question made me squirm. “It’s complicated.”
“Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “You must know that the changelings all talk about you. I’m sure the truth is more amazing than the stories they’ve made up.”
I didn’t know what stories she was talking about, and I wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but it was straying into things I didn’t like talking about. Especially with Raf nearby and unable to keep things a secret with his reader mind. As I was working up a good answer, there was a click at the front door.
I frowned. There was no way my dad could have gotten here so quickly, even if he had managed to find us by tracking my phone. I was on my feet and reaching out when Julian came around the corner.
“There you are,” he said, looking at me. Then he turned to the woman. “Thank you so much for keeping her for us, Myrtle.”
I gaped at him and whirled on Myrtle, trying to jack into her mind, but she pushed me flat back into mine with such an intense pressure that it made me drop to my knees. Raf went limp in the chair next to me.
“Oh, I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” said Julian. “Myrtle is the strongest jacker I’ve ever met. And I’ve met quite a few.”






 

Just as I was sure my skull would crack, the pressure from Myrtle cut off.
Her slippered feet shuffled back, and I blinked away the stars that were zipping in front of my eyes. An older jacker, mid-twenties, stood to Julian’s side, calm but ready. I vaguely recognized him from the mages’ lair. His hair looked like he cut it himself in the mirror, and his jeans were not quite ragged enough for holes. His stringy fingers tapped a rhythm on his folded arms, but his face was impassive, as if he was awaiting Julian’s orders to either strangle me or escort me out the door, and he didn’t much care which one it was.
Julian’s lips pressed into a straight line. I gripped the upholstered chair and struggled to my feet. Raf had slid from his seat and lay like a doll slumped on the ground. I quickly linked into his mind, but he was only passed out. I held still, in case any sudden moves would bring Myrtle down on my head again.
“Hinckley,” Julian said. “Could you take care of the keeper’s friend?”
My back stiffened as Hinckley strode over to Raf, but he simply hooked his thin but muscular arms under Raf’s and hoisted him back into the chair. He propped Raf so he wouldn’t fall out again, even as his head lolled.
“She has a phone,” Myrtle said. “Said her father was coming to get her.” My heart climbed up in my throat.
“You called your father to come get you?” Julian’s voice was incredulous, as if that was the stupidest thing I could possibly have done. At the moment, I was thinking he was right. My dad would be walking into a trap.
Julian curled a fist and eyed the door. “Well, that will only make this mess even bigger. I suppose that means we can’t stay here.” He pressed his fist into the wing of Raf’s chair. “I might need your assistance, Myrtle.”
“I should say so.”
Raf jumped up from the chair, startling me so badly I nearly fell back into mine. But he wasn’t awake at all. The overwhelming presence of Myrtle filled his mind. Hinckley jogged to the door to open it before Myrtle puppet-walked Raf through. I hurried close behind Raf, resisting the urge to grab his hand. Julian and Hinckley followed so close I could hear Julian breathing through his teeth.
More jackers filled the street since we’d gone inside. Gathered in bunches on the steps of their brownstones, they looked like the jacker gangs in the camp, minus the arm bands. Both of Hinckley’s hands fluttered, playing an invisible piano in the air and turning away the stares of the street as his gaze swept forward and back. How could he control so many jackers at once? A long time ago, I had managed to knock out an entire warehouse of jackers, one after another, but that was only because I caught them off guard. Controlling a host of readers at once was reasonable for any jacker, but turning the heads of this many hyper-alert jackers?
Even people forward of Hinckley’s head-turning trick retreated up their steps and inside as we neared. Julian walked with his chin up, not obviously controlling anyone. Were they fleeing before Hinckley could reach them? Or was it Julian’s presence that made them retreat to the safety of their houses?
We moved as a pack past an alleyway, as well as another shop papered with jacker faces stamped “MISSING.” After rounding the corner, it became clear we were going back to the mages’ headquarters. I couldn’t think of anything else to do but go with them. Raf and I wouldn’t last on the streets, and I couldn’t take any risks with Myrtle. She was so strong, she might accidentally kill Raf without even thinking about it.
We passed the street where we had left Norma and her gang, but there was no sign of them. It was nearly dark, the bluish plasma of the streetlights replacing the reddish glow of the sunset. When we reached the crumbling brick entrance of the mages’ headquarters, a dark-skinned boy a couple of years older than Julian knelt in the doorway, welding a metal patch to the frame. His mini laser welder threw sparks on the sidewalk and singed the air with a sharp smell. Shiny black goggles cupped his eyes.
“Sasha.” Julian raised his voice to be heard over the sparking of the laser. “How is the door coming along?”
Sasha flicked off the laser and set it down. He stood, lifting the goggles and perching them on his forehead, trapping his curly black hair underneath.
Instead of answering Julian, he said, “So, you found her.” He turned his dark brown eyes to me. They were almost black, like a bottomless pit that couldn’t reflect light. “That’s too bad. I was hoping you might have gotten lost.”
“Sasha.” Julian’s voice was filled with patience. “The door?”
Sasha tugged off his welding gloves. “It will hold for now,” he said. “I can rig up a passring sensor and get a new door frame in the morning. Assuming Kira doesn’t decide to break down our door again.” He said my name like it was something bitter, then stepped back to let us pass, tracking me with a cold stare. Julian ushered us into the dim light inside, trading the damp summer air for the stale machine-grease smell of the converted factory. Sasha scooped up his welder and clanged the metal door shut, followed by a click that signaled we weren’t going anywhere.
Raf walked with stiff legs to the kitchen table and carefully sat in a rickety chair, staring vacantly at the carpeted floor. Myrtle took up a station next to him. My heart was ripping into pieces at the blank look on his face, so I turned my back to the table. Hinckley sat on the edge of the broken-down couch, where Ava was roughly bundled in a thick blanket. Sasha knelt by her, smoothing her hair and sending me a look that sent a shiver through me.
“Ava’s not going to be happy with you when she wakes up,” Julian said. He leaned against the kitchen counter, retrieving an apple from a basket and taking a noisy bite. I didn’t like Julian before, but the loathing I had for him was reaching new heights.
“Let Raf go.” I didn’t care that desperation crumpled my voice. “I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t hurt him.”
“Hurt him?” Julian stopped mid-chew. “I don’t think you quite understand the situation you’re in here.” He gestured with the apple. “This is Jackertown. There’re quite a few jackers who don’t realize how important you are—to us, to jackers everywhere—and who would be happy to see you dead for your trouble.”
I had no idea what Julian meant about my importance, but I understood quite well that plenty of jackers wanted me dead. Sasha seemed like he would be happy to do the honors.
“I have some influence here,” continued Julian. Hinckley gave a snort from his perch on the couch. “Which is why I was able to get you to Myrtle’s safe house. And back again. But him,” Julian said and pointed at Raf, “he’s as good as dead out there. That, or a ruthless crew that doesn’t have much in the Morals Department will use him for a pawn. I had thought you would understand that and not go dragging a reader through the streets.”
Julian’s patronizing tone lit a fire in me. Maybe he had gotten us off the street, but we were hardly safe. “You’re the one that dragged us here in the first place!”
“I had no intention of bringing him here!” Julian pushed away from the counter and threw the apple in a small trash can, knocking it over. “I thought…” He seemed at a loss for words for the first time since I’d woken up on the couch. He swiped a hand across his mouth and glared at my fists curled up by my side. “I don’t understand what you see in that mindreader, but for whatever reason, you seem to care about him. I never intended for him to be here, but now that he is, it’s better that he stay safely asleep.”
With those words, Raf’s body caved facedown onto the dingy table. Myrtle took a seat next to him, and Molloy drifted from the back to land by Raf’s side, his meaty arms folded as he loomed above him. My fingernails were digging trenches in my palms.
Julian crossed his arms again and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Sasha, the keeper will sleep on the couch tonight. Can you take Ava to her bunk and keep an eye on her?” Sasha gave me one last glare, then gathered the blanket tighter around Ava and easily scooped her off the couch, carrying her toward the cluster of bunks.
Julian lingered a look after the two of them. “As much as you seem to be protective of your mindreading friend,” he said, “my sister is currently in the hands of that monster Kestrel, so you can perhaps understand my urgency to not wait around while issuing invitations. I’d rather not have to chase you all over Jackertown either. I can understand that you don’t want to go near Kestrel again, but I thought… I thought we would have more common cause than we apparently do.”
He paused to wipe his hands on his neatly pressed pants. “In the morning, you can return to rooking in the suburbs and pretending you’re merely a waitress in a diner, serving closed-minded readers their pie.” The distaste in his voice seemed to emanate from him.
Did I hear him right? “You’re not going to force me to help you?”
“It was never my intention to force you into anything, keeper.” He massaged his temple with two fingers and stared at the floor. “But I’m not going to send one of my mages to shepherd you and your pet reader through Jackertown at night.” He nodded to the slumped-over figure of Raf. “He’ll be safer here. In the morning, Mr. Molloy can escort you both back to the suburbs.”
“Now wait just a minute,” said Molloy, his voice low. “What about the plan? I don’t care much for the lass, but she’s a key part of it. You can’t just let her…” Molloy drifted off, looking confused but innocent, like a small child. As if he had lost his train of thought and couldn’t find it again. “Then again, maybe there’s no rush. There must be a way we can figure a plan that will work without the lass. Can’t put my finger on it, though.”
My eyebrows hiked up. I glanced at Julian, but he didn’t acknowledge Molloy, merely tapped his fingers to his lips. I jacked into Molloy’s mind and he didn’t even notice me at first, he was so swirled around in his own confused thoughts. Finally, he realized I was there and pushed me back out.
Hinckley hopped off the couch and stepped up to Molloy. “Do you want me to take him, boss?”
“Take me where?” Molloy asked. “I’m fine right where I am, mate.”
“No, I’ve got him.” Julian waved Hinckley off in an absentminded way.
Hinckley glanced in my direction. “So, what’s the plan?” he asked Julian.
“We’ll make new plans in the morning,” Julian said. “You can turn in if you’d like.” Hinckley shrugged, snagged an apple from the kitchen, then strode to the back of the factory.
“Yes, plans in the morning sounds right enough,” Molloy said. “Meanwhile, I’ve got a raging hunger. What have you got for food here, Julian?”
I stepped out of Molloy’s path as he ambled to the kitchen in search of a snack. What kind of jacker was Julian? He seemed to get others to do his jacking for him, and when I pushed into his mind, it was a horror show—something I never wanted to do again. Yet he was doing something to Molloy.
Julian strolled over to Myrtle, who was softly tapping her fingers on the table next to Raf. “Thank you for your assistance, Myrtle. I’ll contact you on the short comm in the morning, when we have an idea of our next step.”
Myrtle flicked a look to me. “I think I’ll stay a while,” she said. “Maybe have some tea.” She got up to join Molloy, who was rummaging through cabinets in the kitchen.
“What did you do to Molloy?” I asked Julian in a hushed voice.
Julian followed my gaze. “I didn’t think you cared much for Mr. Molloy. He’s not injured in any way, just… calmer. His instincts are quieted so that his strongest urge right now is to get a snack.” Julian tilted his head to tap the base of his skull where it met his spine. “This part of the brain controls instinctual responses. Fight or flight. Survival mechanisms.” The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Mating instinct.”
I narrowed my eyes at him.
“It’s the oldest part of the brain, evolutionarily speaking,” he said, slipping into his professor voice. “Reptiles have it. We don’t use it to think or feel. It controls how we react, without us ever having to think about it at all.”
“So, you jacked into that part of Molloy’s brain?” The idea sent a shiver down my back. When I jacked into other people’s minds, I could feel the different parts: the thinking parts, the memory zones, the emotional centers. The part that controls respiration and heart rate. But they were fluid, not necessarily all in the same spot from person to person or one jack to the next. I found them by feel more than anything else.
“I don’t quite jack in.” He regarded me. “When you jack someone’s mind, you feel something, yes?”
“Like plunging my hand into a bowl of goo.”
“Goo?” A tiny smile appeared and then left. “You feel something because you are interfacing your mind field with theirs. There’s a natural resistance between the two fields. An interference, you might say.”
“A mind barrier.”
“Indeed.” The smile came back, but my shoulders hunched up. I didn’t want to discuss the finer points of jacking. Julian said he would let us go in the morning, but I didn’t trust him any more than I could jack him, which was to say not at all.
“So what are you saying?” Impatience crept into my voice. “That it doesn’t feel that way to you?”
“No, it doesn’t,” he said. “It feels like dipping into an endless bath of dread. Or an infinite sea of joy.” He spread his hands wide. “Or a myriad of flavors in between. Everything in the reptilian part of our brains is a wash of energy on a spectrum from positive to negative.”
I looked at him like he was demens. He shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve never met another handler, so I’m not sure if it’s the same with everyone.”
“Handler?”
“That’s just what I call it,” he said. “When I slipped into Molloy’s reptilian brain, it was inflamed with a protective instinct, to save his brother from Kestrel. The protective instinct is very strong. It’s the kind that makes you run into a burning house to save a child, even though it puts your own life in danger. Mr. Molloy thinks you’re the key to our plan to break into Kestrel’s facility, but his methods of persuasion are more extreme than I’m willing to entertain. So I flipped his protective instinct to its opposite.”
I had a flash of fear and understood why those jackers on the street fled into their houses when they saw him coming. How could you fight someone that messed with your instincts?
“What’s the opposite instinct?”
“Peace,” Julian said. “It’s the opposite of almost any negative instinctual response. It’s not unlike the love he no doubt feels for his brother, but I don’t traffic in emotional manipulation.”
“Right.” I laid the sarcasm on heavy. “Because that would be beneath you.”
He laughed in a lighthearted way, which rubbed raw against the nerves strung tight throughout my body. “No. Because I don’t know how. I don’t jack like you do, keeper, or like most other jackers.”
“No, you just play around with people’s instincts for survival.”
“Yes, precisely.”
Suddenly I wondered if he could control me. If so, why didn’t he just jack, or handle, me into doing whatever he wanted in this crazy attempt on Kestrel? Then I realized Julian must have already tried.
“Wait. You were planning on handling me into turning myself in to Kestrel, weren’t you?”
His lips pinched in. “No, I wasn’t. Even if I wanted to, it doesn’t work that way, not for something so complicated.” He examined me again. “Although I was surprised to find that I couldn’t access the primal parts of your brain, keeper. Even Anna wasn’t able to keep me out, not that I ever would handle her. No, I thought… I thought that you would be different. That you would be more interested in the opportunity I had to offer.” He drew a long look along my Dutch Apple apron. “Obviously I was wrong about that.”
My heart twisted at his insinuation that I didn’t care about freeing the changelings. But I didn’t need to explain myself to someone who was effectively holding me and Raf hostage. “So you’ll let us go?”
“In the morning,” he said roughly, looking away from me.
“What about Raf?” I said. “If you’re going to make him sleep, at least move him to the couch. I don’t think I’ll be sleeping much, anyway.”
Julian was about to speak when banging at the front door made us all jump, even him. Then he calmly called to Myrtle in the kitchen. “Would you answer the door, please, Myrtle?”
She pulled her cardigan a little tighter and focused on the door. I felt a little sorry for whoever was on the other side, having been on the receiving end of a mental push from Myrtle.
She turned back to Julian. “It’s a contractor. He’s looking for the keeper. Has business for her.”
“Let him in,” Julian told her. He shook his head at me. “Well, it didn’t take long for word about you to get around. Don’t worry. I’ll send a message that you’re not available for business. I don’t need every contractor in town looking to make a few spare unos.”
Myrtle’s slipper shoes made swishing sounds on the concrete floor. She punched in a code at the keypad and pulled open the door. A man in a jacket with the hood thrown back stood on the other side. He was wearing a Second Skin face mask, the kind that hugged the features of his face, only this one was all black and covered his eyes and mouth as well. He could surely see through the thin film, but not an inch of skin showed. He bent his head and the mask moved with his lips as he spoke words I couldn’t hear. Myrtle swept her hand out, inviting him in. His stride was firm as he stepped across the threshold. He surveyed the room, pausing at Raf, still passed out at the table.
Then he found me, and his eyeless face stayed trained as he came to a stop just short of the carpeted patch of the kitchen. The way he was staring at me unnerved me, so I reached out to surge into his mind, like the jackers on the street had done, to get him to back off. When his name popped up automatically, I had to clamp my mouth shut to keep myself from blurting it out.
Dad.






 

In the middle of the mages’ lair, sheathed in a black contractor mask, stood my dad. I linked fast into his mind. Dad! What are you doing?
Stay calm. I’m getting you out of here. His thoughts roamed the room, taking in all the players: Myrtle behind him, Julian standing near me, Molloy settling in by Raf at the table and biting into an oversized sandwich.
“Either you’re a very stupid contractor,” Julian said, “who thinks strolling into a mage cell is an easy way to hire out jackwork, or you’re reckless and looking to prove something to your crew. I hope for your sake that you’re merely stupid.”
“I have jackwork for the keeper,” my dad said. I held absolutely still. “What’s her price?”
“She’s not doing business,” Julian said. “She’s a guest under the protection of my crew.”
“Name your price.” My dad’s hand flexed, like he was itching to do something besides talk. “My patron has plenty of money.” His brow twitched as he took in Molloy’s noisy eating.
“I told you, she’s not doing business.” Julian stepped so that he blocked the line of sight between me and my dad. “You’ll simply have to explain to your patron why she’s not available. Or perhaps you could persuade him out of his desire to use mindjackers for his dirty business. I suggest you go now before my patience runs out and my friend here,” he inclined his head to Myrtle, “decides to dump you in the street with your memory wiped.”
I peered around Julian in time to see my dad twist toward Myrtle, his hand in his jacket. Myrtle crumpled to the floor. I gasped, but before Julian could react, my dad had his dart gun trained on Julian’s head.
“I’m only here for the girl and the reader.” His voice froze all the air in my lungs.
“I see.” The tendons in Julian’s neck flexed. “I take it you’re not actually a contractor.” He turned his head to the side and said, “So, this is your father, then? You’re turning into a lot more trouble than I expected, keeper.”
My dad lowered his gun, his hand slack at his side. He had the same confused look that Molloy had earlier. I linked into my dad’s mind, but there was no hard marble, nothing I could jack or get hold of, no presence of Julian that I could push out of my dad’s mind. Just a swirl of jumbled thoughts wondering why he had felt it was so important to come get me.
“Stop it!” I cried, taking a step toward Julian. “Leave him alone!” He twisted around to face me and threw up his hands, taking a half step back. Until that moment I hadn’t realized I had balled up my fists in front of me, like I was about to pummel him.
His jaw worked, like he was chewing on the words he wanted to say, but he kept them inside. He lowered his hands and straightened. “Your father just shot my strongest jacker. And pointed a gun in my face. Are you planning to hit me, or can we stop now?”
I wanted to hit him more than ever, but my dad’s mind was in Julian’s grip and hitting Julian wouldn’t help things.
I forced my hands to lower and unclench. “He was only trying to bring me home.” Tears stung my eyes. Now my dad was embroiled in my mess, which just seemed to get more horrible by the minute.
“Obviously.” Julian took a breath and rubbed his face. “For the time being, your father’s lost that great urgent need he was feeling to take you home. You certainly manage to complicate things, you know that?”
My dad holstered his gun and grabbed the bottom edge of the mask, pulling it up and off, leaving his hair mussed. He stuffed the mask into his pocket and stared at the floor as he puzzled through the conflict in his head. He was trying to figure out why he was pointing a gun at Julian when an all is well feeling filled his mind.
I blinked back the tears. “Look, my dad is here now. You can let us go. You don’t need to send any of your mages with us. I’m sure my dad has a way out of town.”
“Oh yes. Absolutely.” Julian’s dark chuckle hollowed out my stomach. “You truly don’t understand anything about Jackertown, do you? From your hideout as a rook in the suburbs.”
His insult felt like a cage that was growing smaller and smaller.
“You know, he’s right, Kira,” my dad said casually, as if he were talking about the Cubs’ chances this year. He rolled up on the balls of his feet and bounced slightly. “Traveling through Jackertown at night is pretty dangerous. There’re lots of people out there that would probably kill you first and check your pockets second. Might be better if we stayed here. Yes, definitely better.” He nodded to himself.
Julian ignored my dad and flung his hand out toward the town beyond the cracked brick walls. “I just paraded you past half of Jackertown, letting everyone know you are under our protection. If I let a contractor come in here and whisk you away, I’ll have no end of trouble from the gangs that are waiting for a sign of weakness. There’s a balance of power here that’s very delicate, and I’m not going to upset all of that simply because your father came in here, guns blazing.”
“You said you would let us go!” The tears were close to falling.
“In the morning!” His face pinched in and he took a deep breath. “I wasn’t the one who called him here in the first place, keeper. That was your mistake.”
Molloy startled me by speaking. “You’re the one who’s making a mistake, Julian.” Molloy’s confused face had regained focus. When did that happen? Julian was controlling my dad now, so maybe he couldn’t control Molloy at the same time? “We need her to get inside Kestrel’s horror shop. The plan only works with her.”
“We’ll find another way!” Julian’s words bit the air, but he quickly calmed. “Mr. Molloy, would you be so kind as to take our reader guest to a spare bunk?”
Molloy’s face mottled a color almost as red as his hair, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he lifted Raf out of his chair as easily as Sasha had picked up Ava and threw him over his shoulder. My throat closed up, watching Molloy carry Raf away. When he reached the racks, he dropped Raf onto a vacant bed. His body lay curled on his side.
Would Julian really let us leave in the morning? He seemed to hold all the cards, and the feeling of being trapped was cutting off my air. I sucked in a couple of quick breaths. To have any hope of getting my dad and Raf home safe I needed to stay calm and not give Julian any reason to keep us here. Or make him any angrier than he already was.  
I turned away so I wouldn’t have to look at Raf’s unmoving form. My dad meandered to the kitchen and poked through the cabinets one by one. Julian sank into the chair where Raf had just been, the heels of his hands pressed to his eyes. The chair creaked when I eased into the seat next to him, and I gripped the rough edges of it to keep my hands from shaking.
Julian had Myrtle, whose jacking strength was unlike anything I’d ever felt, plus Molloy, Ava, and Hinckley’s puppeteering hands. I didn’t know what Sasha could do, but he was one of Julian’s mages. He had to have some special skills.
“Why do you need my help so badly?” I asked.
Julian dropped his hands from his face and spread them on the battered table. “We need a keeper to get close to Kestrel without him knowing what we’re planning. Anna would have been the perfect person, but she went missing—”
“Wait,” I said. “I thought you were breaking in to get your sister out. If you were planning on breaking into Kestrel’s facility before that—”
“Anna’s disappearance,” Julian said, cutting me off, “brought a certain urgency to our plans. But we’ve intended for some time to finish the job you left undone, back in the camp. To liberate the rest of our brothers and sisters who are being tormented under Kestrel’s needles.”
I blinked. This wasn’t only about rescuing his sister, which I could understand. I’d done the same thing for Laney, and she wasn’t even my sister. He wasn’t just after the changelings either. Julian wanted more—to liberate his brother and sister jackers. He was some kind of jacker revolutionary.
He took my silence for something else. “Are you now reconsidering my proposal?”
“No.” Rescuing changelings was one thing. Liberating all the dangerous jackers that Kestrel had locked up wasn’t worth risking my life, or anything else. I’d left people like Molloy behind in the camp for a reason.
The flash oven beeped as my dad put in a teapot. He watched as the light went on and it heated the water, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Even the tiny lines in the corners of his eyes had disappeared in Julian’s artificial peace.
I clasped my hands on the table and watched them turn white at the knuckles. All the risks that I had taken were catching up to me at once. It wasn’t fair for my father to fall into the mages’ net, but I could see how that would have happened regardless. There was no scenario I could imagine where my dad wouldn’t have come looking for me. Guilt and happiness for that fact wrestled around in my chest, causing my ribs to ache as if they were actually battling in there.
But Raf… if I had stopped seeing him when we moved, like I should have, he wouldn’t be here, trapped in the mages’ lair. Guilt for that stabbed my heart like a red-hot poker.
The flash oven dinged its completion and my dad dipped a teabag in the pot.
Up and down. Up and down.
I jumped up from my chair and snatched the steaming teapot from him.
“What’s the matter, Kira?” my dad said. “I thought you liked tea. Maybe your friend would like some?”
“I’ll do it.” The hot ceramic of the teapot scorched my hand, but I grasped it tighter and grabbed a chipped cup from the cabinet, then stalked over to Julian and slammed the cup and pot down in front of him. My dad drifted over and gently placed a second cup in front of me. I shuddered and slowly sank into the seat again. I stared as Julian poured the tea into my cup.
“If you’re not taking the couch,” Julian said to me, “maybe your father could make Myrtle more comfortable.”
“That’s a good idea,” my dad said. “Sorry about the dart. Not sure what came over me, shooting a little old lady like that. Least I can do is get her off the cold cement floor. That can’t be good for someone her age.” He hurried over to Myrtle, whose frail body was a heap of cardigan and flowered fabric on the floor.
Julian was examining my face again, like he was fascinated by it.
“What?” I asked. Was he looking for a way into my reptilian brain too?
“It’s so interesting,” he said. “Your brain, I mean.”
I squirmed in my seat. “Well, your sister’s a keeper, right? It’s not that strange.”
“She’s not like you,” Julian said. “I mean, she is a keeper—no one can jack through her mind barrier either. My father called her Diamond, because her head was so hard. No one could reach her, except me. But you…” He waved his hand in front of my face. “There’s nothing there. It’s almost like you don’t exist. You’re a ghost.” His lips curled up, like he thought he was terribly funny.
“How do you know so much about all this?”
Julian leaned back and draped an arm over his chair. “My mother and father were both jackers. They raised me and my sister to understand precisely what we were and what we would one day become.”
“Really?” No wonder Julian was so strange. Once upon a time, I had wished my dad had prepared me for being a jacker, or at least warned me that it could happen. Maybe things would have been different. Or maybe I would have turned out like Julian. “Were your parents mages like you and your sister?”
“No,” he said. “They were scientists. I spent the better part of my childhood watching them do research, studying Cerebrus images of brain waves and deciphering what it meant to be a jacker. They understood what we are.”
“Er, what is that, exactly?” I asked. “Besides mutants?”
“We’re the next step in the evolution of mankind.”
Oh boy. It was worse than I thought. Julian was a jacker revolutionary with a little crazy sprinkled on top.
“Sure,” I said. “Okay. Wait, you said your parents were scientists. What are they now?”
“Now they are dead.”
“Oh.” I bit my lip, not sure what to say.
“My sister and I were sixteen when they died. Car crash.” He traced the rough grain of the table with his finger. “Even jackers have accidents, I suppose.”
“Wait, your sister and you were both sixteen?”
“We’re twins.” His brow crinkled. “Maybe that’s the reason I can access her mind, but not yours. We have a connection—even now, I know that she’s alive. I can’t tell you how I know, but whatever Kestrel has done to her, he hasn’t killed her yet.”
I fought down the tiniest bit of sympathy welling up for Julian. “Yeah, Kestrel doesn’t kill them. Not right away, at least.”
Julian leaned forward, templing his hands again. “When you rescued those changelings before,” he said, “what sorts of things was he doing to them?”
“I didn’t see much,” I said. “They were injecting them with serums. I think Kestrel was targeting certain parts of their brains, or at least that was the result. There were… dead spots, where their brains didn’t function anymore.”
“It takes time, though, right? It could take a while for these injections to take effect? Anna’s only been gone for a week.” His shoulders drooped, like the weight of time was pulling them down. “Maybe he hasn’t started with her yet.”
I nodded, not sure what to say. I flat-out hated Julian for bringing me here and endangering Raf and my dad, but he hadn’t hurt them, and he saved us from the pravers who wanted to sell Raf to the highest bidder. Maybe he would actually let us go in the morning. I felt genuinely bad for his sister, or any jacker in Kestrel’s clutches. I understood wanting to get her out. If it weren’t ridiculously dangerous, I could even see helping them.
I shook that thought out of my head and wondered if Julian had slipped into my mind after all. “You know this is demens, right?” I said. “Breaking into Kestrel’s facility, trying to rescue people?”
“The plan will work just fine, little Kira,” Molloy’s voice rumbled behind me. He must have finally returned from dropping off Raf. “It will go right as rain, if we use you as the bait Kestrel can’t resist. Only this time, you will go alone, so you don’t have a chance to leave a fellow jacker bleeding in the desert.”
I turned from him, refusing to acknowledge his accusation, but my mind couldn’t help flying back to that time in the desert with Simon. I wasn’t the one who killed him, I reminded myself. The guards did that with their high-powered rifles and their camp in the desert. Ultimately, it was Kestrel’s fault for sending us there in the first place.
Molloy chuckled. “The worst that would happen would be you going into Kestrel’s facility and not coming back out. Wouldn’t break my heart none.”
“Wow. Great plan.” I hooked a thumb back at Molloy without looking at him. “Is that all you’ve got? The Red Giant’s idea of irony?”
Julian dismissed my concern with a wave. “Don’t listen to Mr. Molloy. Although you were the key to making sure that Kestrel wouldn’t escape. You were going to be our Trojan Horse, an impenetrable fortress of the mind that would only open when you surprised him with your intent to destroy him. He wouldn’t know what hit him.”
I couldn’t help it. I liked the sound of that.
“Now we’ll simply have to find a different way to assure that Kestrel is—” A metallic screech cut him off and rent the air. The door to the factory flew off its hinges and skidded across the concrete floor. Figures in black vests and pants and gas masks lurked right outside the doorway, like a flood of SWAT team members being held back by an invisible dam. Before I could do anything but drop my mouth open, three pops burst the air and canisters trailing orangish gas sailed toward us. Julian grabbed my hand and hauled me out of my seat, half-dragging me across the carpet. The canisters crashed into the kitchen cabinets and the couch, spinning and spraying misty spirals that looped the air.
“Wait!” I reached back for my dad, linking into his mind just as a metallic butterfly buzzed the air and pierced his hooded jacket. A freezing jolt of mindjacker-tuned electricity pulsed through his mind. My body seized for a split second before my mind recoiled from his. He slumped to the floor, a statue lying inert in the gas that curled around him.
“Dad!”
I reached for the black figures beyond the door, but an unyielding barrier stopped me right at the doorway. The black figures weren’t held back by it, they were hiding behind it—protected from my reach by a barrier that felt like granite but was completely invisible.
Julian jerked my hand. “It’s too late!” He dragged me toward the back of the factory, and I stumbled, banging my leg into a metal shelf as I struggled to catch my footing.
“We need to get Raf!” I cast toward the racks of beds, but Julian yanked my arm, pulling me against him, and we both nearly tumbled to the floor. A butterfly whizzed through the empty space where I had just been.
“This way.” He grasped my hand so hard it hurt, weaving us through white columns and using racks and equipment to keep the assault team from targeting us. My mind was a crazed jumble. My dad… Raf… I can’t leave them…
A whiff of orange spice reached me, the first hint of the gas. The attackers remained behind their invisible shield, waiting. Another butterfly buzzed past my face, embedding its pointed feet into the paneling next to me and sending blue sparks skittering across the metallic surface. I sobbed as Julian hauled me toward a doorway in the crumbling brick wall. Even if I could pump the gas out of my brain to go back for Raf and my dad, the butterflies would get me.
I had no choice but to leave them behind.






 

The street was in chaos.
Julian crushed my hand as we hovered at the edge of the alleyway. Gas canisters slammed against buildings and spun down the street, spraying an orange cloud that skulked after the fleeing jackers. People leaped up stair steps and slammed doors against the gas, sprinting for the shadowed alleys and away from the streetlights beaming spots on the sidewalks. A police van the size of a tank rolled down the street and screamed an alarm. A huddle of black-garbed, gas-masked figures with POLICE stamped on their chests led the van, their crossbow-like rifles pointed in an outward-facing half circle. One marched in the middle, no weapon, just a gas mask and a ramrod-straight step. I reached out, thinking I might be able to stop their leader, only to find he was a jacker. His head whipped to face us, and every weapon in the circle pivoted to release a flurry of butterflies. Julian’s arm swept me flat against the chilled wall of the alley and the whirring butterflies narrowly missed us.
Julian dropped his arm and sagged against the gritty concrete wall. At first I thought one of the butterflies got him, but then he rubbed his eyes. The gas was affecting him, and I could feel it seeping into my own brain, although adrenaline hyped my heart and kept much of the effect at bay.
For the moment.
“We need to get inside!” I shouted over the ebb and flow of the alarm. I might be able to fight the gas in my own head, but there was no way I could jack into Julian’s to control the effect of the gas on him. He wouldn’t last long on the street, and I wasn’t sure I would either, with these new anti-jacker weapons.
We shuffled down the trash-strewn alley, away from the approaching garrison, but the SWAT team at the opposite end was still assaulting the mages’ headquarters, hiding behind their shield. I reached out but I had never had to jack around anything before, and now wasn’t the time to figure the shield out. I might get a taser shock for my trouble.
Julian found a slim center alleyway that cut between the streets, with brownstones on one side and the rear entrances to businesses on the other. The blare of the police siren stepped down a notch as we dashed into the darkened canyon between the buildings, lit only by the spots of light spilling from the windows above. Our footsteps echoed off the dumpsters and weathered brick walls, and Julian kept stumbling over the broken pavement hidden in the shadows. He needed to get out of the gas soon or the police would find him passed out next to a trash bin.
My heart shredded with every step we took away from my dad and Raf.
We reached a street that was clear, sprinted across it, and darted down another alley. Julian threaded us between businesses, finding tiny, jagged passageways that bypassed the streets. Jackertown was a maze of brick and concrete buildings held together by a web of side alleys jumbled with decades of debris. We dodged couches with ripped cushions, rusty cans of paint hazardously stacked, and abandoned bicycles missing tires and seats. The labyrinth was dotted with teetering fortresses of trash, as if the demens had carved cubbyholes into the city. Their homes were built from overturned benches fortified by crates and stuffed with blankets, as well as the occasional discarded boost canister of hydrogen for cars that had long since fled the city. Now the demens had left as well, run out by the jackers moving in.
Finally, Julian stopped at the side of a three-story brownstone and smashed a red button on the concrete wall. A metal fire-escape ladder unfurled from the top floor, and Julian fumbled to grab hold of the rungs and scale it. I held the ladder to keep it from whipping around and followed him up. After only one story, I felt the effects of the gas lessen. Julian climbed onto a narrow, wrought-iron balcony on the third floor and pounded the glass door that beamed light from inside. A young boy came running and mentally activated it to slide open, and I recognized him as the older changeling who had “rescued” Raf and me from the streets.
Once inside with the windows and doors closed, there was almost no trace of the gas. Julian quickly became alert, and the boy and I trailed after him as he took the stairs two at a time down to the main floor. Two changelings—the younger boy from before and a girl—stood in the wallpapered sitting room, haunting the edges near the windows. We must have made it back to Myrtle’s, only I hadn’t recognized it from the back. The faint smell of lilacs had been replaced by a trace of orange from the gas. The rail-thin girl, who was probably less than twelve, pulled back the lace-covered curtains to peek out.
“Don’t, Olivia!” Julian said. Olivia jumped as if she had been shocked. He gentled his tone. “We don’t want to give them any reason to come looking in here.”
“Are they coming for you, Julian?” she asked.
“Maybe.” He gave her a smile. “But they haven’t caught me yet.”
She beamed a row of perfect white teeth. Julian turned to the older boy who let us in and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Joshua, what about the other cells? Have they checked in?”
Joshua shoved his hands into his weathered jeans. “Just Sherman and Ming.”
“That’s all?” Julian stumbled to one of Myrtle’s over-upholstered chairs. “They got Myrtle for sure, and Ava,” he mumbled. “Sasha wouldn’t leave, so probably him, too. Maybe Hinckley got out.” He looked up at Joshua, whose face had drawn down at the mention of Myrtle. “The police—did they come here first, or do you think they were targeting us?”
By “us” I was pretty sure he meant the mages.
“They came rolling through the street a little while ago.” Joshua jabbed a thumb toward the covered window. “The police weren’t shooting, but most people ran inside anyway. The gas canisters just started flying a minute ago.”
Julian ran a hand along his face. “So they were targeting us.” His eyes narrowed at me. “Or maybe they were looking for you.”
I took a step back. “How would they even know I was here?”
Julian pushed up from his chair and came at me quickly, forcing me back against the stair railing and nearly making me trip over the steps. If the intensity of his glare alone would let him slip into my mind, I would have already lost my instincts and started making tea. I stood on the bottom step and held my ground, almost eye to eye with him now. After all, he had dragged me into this mess. Whatever came out of it certainly wasn’t my fault.
His unnerving blue eyes stared into mine. “Maybe your father wasn’t so stupid after all.”
I drew back from his accusation. Could my dad have brought the police raining down on Jackertown? I knew Mr. Trullite was a powerful man, but could he command a police raid? Just for me, his sometime mindguard?
“My dad isn’t stupid,” I said. “He was only trying to get me out of here. He knew the danger of me being in Jackertown—more than you, apparently.”
Julian released me from his stare, rubbing the scruff on his cheeks like he couldn’t decide what to think of me. The alarm outside cut off, leaving an eerie silence behind, as if the air was hollow. Empty of life. Olivia pulled back the curtain again, unable to resist. The sliver of street outside was deserted.
Julian joined her at the window in the sitting room, peering outside. “Maybe this isn’t targeted to the mages.” He let the curtain fall back, then held his chin with his hand. “Maybe this is simply the government cracking down on jackers doing trade and business out of Jackertown. Trying to intimidate us, show us that we’re not invulnerable.” His gaze fell on Joshua. “I need to know who’s missing.”
Joshua gently elbowed the younger boy next to him. “Dimitri and I can get on the short comms. Make contact with the other cells, see what they know.”
Julian nodded. I shifted away from the stairs, out of the path of the boys pattering by. Olivia chased after them. Julian focused on the wall screen at the far end of the room, near the kitchen door. I edged into the sitting room to see animated ninjas somersaulting over each other on the screen. Julian paged through the sim-casts and brought up a local tru-cast program. He must have some linking ability, if he could control the mindware interface of the screen. Could he link, but not jack? Figuring out Julian took a back seat as the tru-cast reporter on the screen started to interview Senator Vellus.
It must have been a previous interview, because it was daytime. They were standing in front of a gray concrete building that looked like cubes on top of cubes, stacked in a squarish and severe manner. The most frightening part, of course, was the barbed razor wire that topped the wall surrounding it, just in case someone thought of climbing over.
Words from their captured thought waves scrolled across the bottom of the screen.
Senator Vellus, can you tell us about the features of your newly finished jacker Detention Center? She held a palm up to the structures behind them. I’m sure it would be reassuring to people everywhere, especially the neighbors of the Center, to know that it is truly secure.
Well, I would love to tell you all about the innovative technology we’ve implemented at the Detention Center. Senator Vellus’s smile was a bright light against the gray backdrop. But that would undermine our security systems. Let me assure you, this facility is secure, and its location was carefully chosen within the city limits, well away from any populated areas.
By “populated” you mean the regular mindreading population, isn’t that right, Senator?
Exactly. Senator Vellus nodded. The Detention Center is buffered by a large abandoned section of the city that doesn’t meet range codes and is generally only populated by individuals suffering from Teledementia.
And it’s not far from the no-readers land known as Jackertown, the reporter added.
That is true. The Senator’s face became grave. The legislators and I revere our Constitutional laws and cherish the protections it provides. But the mindreading population needs to be protected from these mindjacking individuals, much like we strive to keep ordinary citizens safe from Teledementia patients by housing them in demens wards when they are deemed violent. Which is why the Illinois Legislature decided just this morning to create a new rights classification for mindjackers. It’s not their fault that they have a tendency toward violence. It’s quite literally in their DNA to control people’s minds and it’s natural for them use that power. The new Vellus Detention Center will provide a safe place to house these individuals when they commit crimes.
Senator, how will the police handle arresting mindjacking criminals in the first place? asked the reporter. Isn’t it true that mindjackers can erase your memory, make you forget that a crime even occurred?
Yes, which is what makes it so difficult to prove when someone has been jacked, thought Vellus, much less arrest the mindjacker. This is why we have begun arming the police in the city with the latest anti-jacker technology. There are also special judicial chambers inside the Detention Center that will keep mindjackers under control during trial proceedings. The Detention Center also provides—
Julian let out a growl and the screen went blank at his mental command.
“DNA.” He was grinding his fist into the palm of his hand, like he wanted to use it on Vellus’s face. “I knew it would come to that sooner or later.” He took a breath and let it out slow, dropping his hands. “I think sooner is here. Vellus has found a place to keep us. Now, it’s only a matter of rounding up jackers and locking us up.”
“He can’t put people in there just for being jackers! It’s only for people who have committed crimes, right?”
Julian slowly turned to face me. “What crimes? The crime of using your jacking abilities? Of being who you are? Didn’t you hear him? It’s in our DNA to be violent, to commit crimes which are very difficult to prove even happened. Once you’re in Vellus’s Detention Center, I’m sure they will invent some unprovable act that you’ve committed, just to make sure you stay ‘housed.’”
I cringed. Of course the government had no problem doing exactly that when they created the desert camp where they kept thousands of jackers prisoner without even the charade of a trial. But that was secret. People didn’t know about it. How could anyone stand for this to happen in broad daylight, down the street?
Julian saw the wavering on my face. “Yes, that’s where it’s headed, keeper. Don’t forget it. We have to fight it now, before it gets worse. Before people think that jackers are a subspecies, because we’re not. It may take a generation or two, like it did with readers, but eventually everyone will be a jacker. It’s the next evolution from mindreading and they can’t fight it. Until we become the dominant force, we can’t let them put us on the gas and keep us rotting away in prisons. If we let that become acceptable, it will be only a matter of time before someone like Kestrel becomes a hero, rather than having to hide under a rock. Eliminating us will be the next logical step.”
That thought pulsed a chill through me, followed by another realization. “Wait, what are they going to do with the jackers they rounded up today?” My breath caught. My dad was almost certainly captured when I left him behind. Would they take him to the Detention Center? Or would he have a one-way ticket to Kestrel’s secret facility?
“What do you think?” Julian’s voice was low and dangerous. “Vellus has no plans to let them go, regardless of whatever crimes they may or may not have committed. He’s proving the necessity of his detention center by filling it with jackers.”
“But my dad—”
“Is just another jacker to them.”
“But… what about Raf? He’s not even a jacker!”
“Who knows what the gas does to readers?” He swept his hand out to the streets outside Myrtle’s brownstone. “This isn’t a sim-cast, keeper. I very much doubt Vellus cares who gets caught in his sweep. Your pet is simply collateral damage to them.”
The room started to tilt. Raf… in a jail… filled with jackers. My knees went soft and I had to brace myself on the smooth wallpapered wall of the sitting room. “We have to get them out.” The words leaked out of me on a wisp of breath.
Julian cocked his head. “Ah, so now you’re starting to think like a mage? Well done! Glad to finally have you with us.” His voice lost the sarcasm and got serious. “Yes, we need to get them out. I’d prefer to get everyone out, but we at least need to get out Sasha and Myrtle, and Hinckley too, if our mission with Kestrel is going to succeed.”
Kestrel? He was the last thing on my mind. “What about my dad and Raf? We have to get them out too!”
“So you’re with me, then?” He arched an eyebrow. “You’re not planning on running back to the suburbs to serve pie?”
I ignored his jibe and pushed off the wall to stand up straight. “I guess that depends.” I took two strides to bring me close enough to glare up into his face. “Do you have a better plan for getting them out of the Detention Center than you had for breaking into Kestrel’s facility?”
Instead of answering, he dropped his voice and edged even closer. “You’re part of this, keeper. Help us fight this, and jackers here will understand who you are. That you’re meant to lead them.” His voice was nearly a whisper now. “You belong here. Tell me you see that now.”
I stepped back again. “The last place I belong is here!” There was no way I was meant to lead jackers anywhere. I pictured my dad and Raf, gassed and on their way to the Vellus Detention Center. “All I want is to get my dad and Raf back. That’s it. You’ll have to fight your revolution on your own.”
Julian’s face fell, then he gave me that examining look again. I wished he would stop doing that. It felt like he was trying to creep into my reptilian brain.
Finally, he nodded. “Of course. You must protect your family first.”
“I’m glad we got that straight.”
Joshua, Dimitri, and Olivia clattered down the stairs behind us, breathless with their news. “We checked with all the cells!” Olivia rushed out.
Dimitri jumped in, his face lit up. “Hinckley made it to Jackson’s cell!”
“Any other mages check in?” Julian asked.
“No one’s seen Myrtle,” Joshua said, his voice tight. “Or Sasha or Ava. And there’s no answer from Yee or Mary.”
“Mary? Hers wasn’t even an acknowledged mage cell yet.” Julian frowned. “Maybe they weren’t targeting the mages after all and it was just a general crackdown. How many are missing altogether?”
“We don’t know.” Joshua stared at his shoes, ragged black canvas sneakers that looked like he’d outgrown them months ago. “Everybody’s kind of… upset. They’re not really sure who’s missing, but everyone says the police have left.”
“It’s okay, Josh.” Julian gave him a grim smile. “You did a fine job.” He stepped past me to the front door and peered through the chiseled glass portal. “It looks like the mist has dissipated. People are returning to the streets.”
Olivia crept up next to him and peeked out. “What are you going to tell them, Julian?”
Julian’s smile warmed as he looked down at her. “That everything’s going to be all right.” He turned the knob and stepped through the doorway. The changelings followed close on his heels, as if they weren’t flooding out into the dangerous streets of Jackertown at night.
Outside, it looked like the aftermath of a war. Jacker bodies littered the sidewalks and steps, their arms twisted at crooked angles, probably felled by butterflies as they ran. Other jackers were attending to them. Or possibly picking their pockets.
A few jackers left the sidewalks to wander into the street. They didn’t gather in clusters like before. They weren’t wary-eyed crews, just disjointed stragglers creeping out from wherever they had found cover. The scent of the gas lingered, creating a halo around the plasma lamps that cast everything in an eerie blue light. The skyscrapers of downtown glittered in the distance, a remote island of normalcy against the cold reality of the police raid that had rolled through the street.
Julian stood at the edge of Myrtle’s landing, Joshua at his right and Dimitri and Olivia perched on the steps below him. He surveyed the wreckage in the street, towering over it, then raised both hands as if he were embracing it.
“Friends.” Julian’s voice bounced off the storefronts across the street, carrying over the stunned silence of the street. “Senator Vellus has decided we need a new home. He’s built a complex just for us, complete with gas and barbed wire.” A murmur rippled through the air. More jackers flowed from their hiding places behind doors and up fire escapes, filling the street with shambling bodies and loose groupings as crews found one another.
“He’s already taken some of us there.” The crowd stilled, listening. There were a few curses, but mostly silence as that information sank in. Was Julian using his ability to affect them? His words alone felt like a stone on my chest.
“They have their gas and their tasers and their shields, but they don’t have us,” he said. “They can’t own our hearts and minds, unless we let them. We are the more powerful ones here, friends. We are what humanity will someday become. The Senator Velluses of the world cannot stop us any more than they can stop a bullet once it is fired.”
Every face was focused on him.
“I promise you, this act of violence is only the beginning. But not the kind Senator Vellus imagines. It is our beginning. The beginning of a future where we don’t hide who we are, or cower in the dark, or run from gas and butterflies. A future where you will have the lives you deserve.”
Was it only the power of his words that lit their faces with hope? Or was he slipping into their minds to stir their instincts? I couldn’t be sure, but Julian’s words vibrated through me as I hovered in the doorway.
“A few have fallen today, but we cannot let them pick us off one at a time, like sheep. We cannot afford to be divided by crews or clans any longer. If we come together, if we work together, the readers and their police will have no chance against us.”
There were murmurs of agreement. Anger pulsed like a live thing through the air. I took a half step back and gripped the peeling wood of the doorframe. I couldn’t decide if the crowd’s response was alarming or exciting. My body hummed from the energy of the group outside, but Julian’s words also set my nerves on edge.
“Go back to your crews,” Julian said. “Report your missing to one of the mage cells. No matter where you come from, we are all one crew today. I promise you…” He paused. “I promise you, we will get our loved ones back.”
Someone gave a cheer that was echoed by several others. Julian raised a hand to the crowd, then turned back to me. An audible chatter swelled up from the jackers milling in the street behind him.
Julian’s face was lit with the same hope and fire and anger of the crowd.
“That’s a lot of promises,” I said from the doorway. Julian’s idea that someday jackers could have normal lives, not having to hide or be afraid, made me want to cheer, just like the crowd. But the thought of all those jackers working together also terrified me. They weren’t all as altruistic as Julian, or even most of them. Fear already ran rampant through mindreaders’ heads, and that was with most jackers still rooking as readers so we could have normal lives. How much worse would it be if jackers banded together, pumped up by Julian’s revolutionary talk? How much easier would that make it for people like Vellus to lock us up?
I backed up, making room for Julian to step into the entryway. The changelings gathered around him, drawn like magnets, and I let the door slowly close on the scene outside.
“What can we do?” Olivia asked.
“We want to help!” Dimitri said. They were falling all over themselves to sign up for whatever revolution he had planned.
“What should we do, Julian?” Joshua asked. I shook my head slowly and hoped Julian wasn’t planning on including the changelings in whatever scheme he was cooking up. He caught my disapproving look and gave me a wry smile, then turned back to the changelings.
“I need you to be my contractors,” he said, conspiratorially, as if this were all a game. “Can you find your masks and run between the cells? Gather up pictures of the missing jackers and bring them back so we’ll know who needs to be released from the Detention Center.”
All three sprinted up the stairs, no doubt to get their “contractor” costumes.
“Are we only rescuing people on the approved list?” I asked, a little surprised by how sarcastic I sounded.
Julian’s face lost its humor. “I’m not leaving anyone in there, if I can help it.”
I took a deep breath, not sure how we would get anyone out. But I had no doubt that Julian meant what he said, and that included getting my dad and Raf out. “So what’s your plan?”
He leaned against the hallway doorframe. “I thought you had the plan.”
“What?” I pointed at the closed front door. “All that, and you’ve got no plan?”
“I wouldn’t say that.” He smirked. “Vellus’s new Detention Center likely has all the latest anti-jacker technology built into it, and it’s probably even harder to break into than it is to break out of. But I’m sure there’s a weakness. We just have to find it.”
I had a whole lot less confidence we could find a way into the Detention Center, much less out. I edged into the sitting room and mentally flipped the tru-cast on again, making it rewind to the program where the tru-caster was interviewing Senator Vellus. Ignoring the scrolling words at the bottom, Julian and I stepped closer to examine the structure of the building itself.
“Look there.” I froze the shot while it panned the Center. “It looks like a guard station.” In front of the twelve-foot-high concrete wall sat a smaller concrete box with a guard. It was stationed next to heavy metallic doors that looked like they could sustain a blast from a ton of explosives.
“He must be behind an anti-jacker field,” Julian said. “Otherwise any jacker could stroll in. Vellus isn’t stupid. He wouldn’t leave so obvious a flaw in a detention center carrying his name.”
“You mean an anti-jacker field like what they hid behind back at the factory?” I asked. “Fantastic. That will make things easy.”
Julian ignored my sarcasm. “I’ve seen a shield like that before, but only on a building. It repulses a jacker’s mental reach, so it must be tuned to jackers the way the butterflies are. Maybe it operates on a frequency that interferes with our mind-field. They would need something like that at the Detention Center to prevent us from jacking the guards to get in, even if all the jackers inside were under sedation. It’s unlikely we will be able to simply walk in.”
“Do you know of a way to defeat the shield?”
“Not from the outside,” said Julian. “The shield is relatively new technology. I’ve got some people working on the concept, but we haven’t captured one to reverse engineer it. The shield probably requires a major power source, and I thought it had to be physically attached to a structure to anchor the field, but it had to be portable to bring it into Jackertown and set it up outside our door.”
I didn’t know where Julian got all his fancy technology, but apparently he had “people” working on it. Since the world discovered we existed—since I told the world we existed—the government and private industry both had been spending billions in research to develop anti-jacker technology. The government was ahead, probably because they already knew jackers existed.
“The shield technology can’t be too portable,” I said. “Otherwise, the rifle squad that shot butterflies at us would have been shielded.”
He nodded. “To my knowledge, they haven’t developed any personal anti-jacker technology yet. But it’s coming.”
Julian was right about that. It was only a matter of time before personal protection fields were developed. Readers were clamoring for it. Whoever invented one would make a zillion unos, since everyone would want one.
“So we can’t get through the shield,” I said.
“Short of bombing the front gate? No.” He stroked his cheek. “Although that has merit in showmanship. Still, I’d rather not start a full-scale war at the moment. Not while my sister is wasting away in Kestrel’s lair.”
“It makes sense that they would expect jackers to break in,” I said. “But what about a reader who was jacked to sneak in and turn off the power to the shield from the inside?”
“Anyone we jack won’t make it past the gate without the jack being cut off.”
“What if they were jacked with a longer-term command?” I asked. “The jack might hold until they were inside.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “But once in, their thoughts would be clear to everyone. I doubt they would get far enough to cut the power or disable the shield without the other readers realizing what they were doing. The only way the staff won’t hear their true thoughts is if the person walking in is a jacker.”
“So we’re stuck.”
Julian crossed his arms, examining the screen. “With their anti-jacker technology, they probably think they’re impervious to a jacker assault. They won’t expect readers to work willingly with us. With the proper ID from a respected reader, they shouldn’t suspect us. We might be able to get in with that.”
“A respected reader?” I asked. “You have one of those handy?” My thoughts flitted to Mr. Trullite, but I wasn’t sure if I could call on him again. Or should. Maybe he had ordered the raid in the first place.
“Not at the moment.”
A snippet that had scrolled by earlier on the tru-cast jogged my brain. I knew a respected reader, one who I trusted quite literally with my life. I flicked the tru-cast to roll again and the words scrolled along the bottom. Senator Vellus will be holding a press conference tomorrow morning, where he promises to demonstrate a few of the security measures that will make his detention center the envy of other major cities around the U.S.
I flicked the mindware to pause the tru-cast midstream.
“That,” I said, pointing to the words, “could be our ticket inside.”






 

I figured Maria would be up late—she was always working a story for the Chicago Tribune—but I was surprised she was the breaking tru-cast reporter for the roundup in Jackertown. I knew there was a reason I loved her.
“Are you okay, Kira?” The worry in her voice quickly morphed into anger. “And what the hell are you doing in Jackertown?”
I held the phone slightly away from my ear. The Mindjackers Among Us story had propelled Maria to journalistic superstardom—she would be on a national tru-cast by now if people didn’t suspect her of being too friendly with jackers—but I knew she also felt responsible for the fallout my family endured.
I brought the phone back. “I didn’t plan on being here.” Which made me think I should have made better plans. If we had moved farther away, my dad and I wouldn’t have been able to work for Mr. Trullite, but maybe Molloy wouldn’t have found us either. Julian leaned against the entryway doorframe, listening to our conversation with high interest.
“I wouldn’t bother you, Maria, if I didn’t really need your help. My dad and Raf got caught up in the sweep. I think they’re on their way to Vellus’s new detention center.” I cleared my throat to cover the cracking of my voice. “I need to get them out, Maria. Raf won’t last five seconds in there.”
“Raf’s in the Detention Center?” Her voice hiked up. “How can that happen? He’s not a—”
“They’re not exactly asking questions before they start shooting.”
“Which is why this kind of thing is completely illegal!” Her voice dripped acid from the phone, and I heard her fingers drumming the desk. I wondered how many other reporters were working late to be disturbed by our spoken conversation. A wave of fatigue pulled on my eyelids.
The drumming stopped. “Well, I can lead with that in my tru-cast tonight. Make the accusation that a regular mindreader was caught up in the sweep. Vellus might be embarrassed enough to let Raf out, and they can’t hold your dad either without charges. This is still a free country!”
Not so much for jackers, I thought, but I didn’t want to say that in front of Julian. Might give him ideas about me joining his revolution.
Maria was just getting warmed up. “I would love to prove that Vellus had wrongfully locked up innocent people—”
“Actually, I had a different idea,” I broke in, before she got too far.
“What’s that?”
“Vellus is holding a press conference tomorrow at the Detention Center. I figured you would be going, and that you might need a couple of assistants.”
There was a moment of silence.
“Well,” Maria said slowly. “I’m not attending the press conference tomorrow.” Another pause. “But I am hosting an exclusive interview with Vellus in the morning here at the Tribune Tower.”
“You’ll have Vellus in your office?” My voice rose. Could we just jack Vellus to release the prisoners? Julian pushed off the doorframe and strode over to listen in. I held the phone slightly away from my ear so that he could hear Maria’s voice.
“Yes,” she said slowly. “I can make the case to Vellus that he’s made a terrible mistake. Arrested the wrong people.” She paused again. “Maybe even give him a list of people who should be released. It will all be live on the tru-cast.”
“Maria, you’re completely mesh, you know that?”
“I’m only going to try to convince him with the facts and the law,” she said. “You’re just going to be there as an assistant, to observe. Right?”
“Right.” I was sure Maria knew I planned on jacking Vellus, but we had to pretend that I wasn’t, so she wouldn’t have it on her mind and give us away. “There’s just one thing.” I peeked at Julian, his face still close. “You’re going to need two assistants.”
There was a substantially longer pause this time. “Who’s the other one?”
“Another jacker.” I wasn’t quite sure how to describe Julian. Friend? No. Hostage taker? Well, that wasn’t exactly accurate. Charismatic leader of the Jacker Rebellion Movement? “He has some skills that might help me… observe.”
Julian nodded in approval of my discretion. Which only made me feel sick inside.
“Come to the Trib Tower tomorrow morning at nine thirty,” she said. “I’ll have press credentials for both of you.”
“Maria, you’re the best.” I hung up. The changelings had crept back down the stairs in their black “contractor” masks. Olivia and Dimitri were sitting on the bottom steps with Joshua standing next to the railing, all listening to my conversation.
Julian leaned away and beamed. “You certainly have a way of making things happen, keeper.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t know.” I couldn’t help a yawn breaking through. “How are we going to jack Vellus without anyone realizing what we’re doing?”
“We can make plans in the morning,” Julian said. “You look like you need some rest.” He waved the changelings from the steps, and Joshua hustled them out the door, off on their mission to gather up pictures of the missing jackers. Julian tipped his head toward the stairs, beckoning me to follow. My legs dragged like fifty-pound weights were attached to my ankles. I yawned again. At the top of the stairs, Julian turned into a bedroom that wafted a scent of lilacs even stronger than the rest of the house. Tightly patterned flowery wallpaper covered every surface, including the ceiling. It peeled at the seams and warped in the middle, like it was a hundred years old. Brownstones like Myrtle’s were too expensive to rehab, so they were abandoned, left to the demens. And now the jackers.
Julian pointed to a four-poster bed heaped with pillows and a puffy pink comforter that matched the dizzying wallpaper. “You can rest here in Myrtle’s room. There are clothes in the closet—I don’t think your current disguise is the best for impersonating an intrepid young tru-cast reporter.”
My Dutch Apple apron was marred with dirt from our run through Jackertown, and a purple bruise stained my shin. Scratches ran along my legs, left bare below my shorts. Julian was probably right about needing new clothes.
He closed the door on his way out. I kicked off my running shoes and sank deep into the silky soft comforter. All the aches drained from my muscles, and my eyelids tugged themselves shut.


The next morning, Julian watched me while I stuffed a muffin in my mouth. He was stifling a laugh with his hand, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t eaten since well before my shift with Mr. Trullite, which seemed like a week ago, but was only yesterday around lunchtime. I swept the crumbs off the wooden kitchen table, worn smooth by a thousand uses, and searched for a trash bowl to flush them away. I couldn’t find one, so I dumped them in the sink. Olivia peeked in from the sitting room, watching me with wide eyes and making me wince. Here I was, taking their food.
“Have the changelings eaten?” I asked Julian.
Olivia disappeared before he could twist around. “I’m sure they can take care of themselves,” he said. “You, on the other hand, apparently need help dressing yourself.”
I’d picked the least grandma-like outfit in the closet. My running shoes didn’t exactly go with the black stretch pants that only reached halfway down my calves, but whatever. They were reasonably normal compared to the pink ruffle-collared blouse that made me look like a poodle. It wasn’t a shining moment, but my regular clothes wouldn’t work.
“I didn’t have much to choose from,” I said. “I swear Myrtle is a midget.”
Julian chuckled. The clothes would do. I was more worried about being recognized—especially standing next to Maria—so I had changed my hair color again. Jackertown was short on amenities, and coming up with a decent nano-color had been impossible, so I’d had to settle for a cheap bleach. My hair was now a brilliant shade of blond and the rough treatment had left the short strands sticking straight out. My transformation into a poodle was nearly complete, but it should distract anyone from looking too closely at my face.
Hunger drove me to keep searching the cabinets. “So, won’t it be obvious if I jack Vellus? Won’t his jacked thoughts echo on the boom mics? Someone’s sure to notice that on the tru-cast recordings, even if I jack everyone in the room to ignore it.” I found a bag of homemade brownies, inhaled the mouthwatering chocolate scent, hesitated, then put it back on the shelf.
“Which is why you won’t be jacking him,” Julian said.
“You’re handling him instead?” When Julian was in my dad’s head, I couldn’t tell he was being jacked at all, except that he had instantly lost the desire to whisk me away from Julian’s hideout. Having Julian handle Vellus wasn’t a bad plan.
“It should be undetectable,” Julian said. “Especially if I don’t have to handle him too much. Depends how strong his anti-jacker views are. If it’s simply political posturing, I can handle him from farther away. But if his campaign to lock us up is coming from a deep-seated fear or hatred, I might have to get closer.” He leaned back in his chair. “Hinckley can help us at the Detention Center once the prisoners are released, but I truly wish we had Sasha with us. It’s a tragedy to have an opportunity like this and not have him here to help.”
“Why? What can he do?” I kept searching the cabinets and hit the mother lode with a pantry shelf filled with cans and boxes.
“Sasha is a scribe.” As if that explained anything.
“Which is?” I pulled a box of wheat crackers from the pantry and rejoined Julian at the table.
His face grew serious. “A scribe completely rewrites a person’s mind.”
“Every jacker knows how to wipe memories,” I said around the crackers in my mouth.
“A scribe doesn’t wipe memories,” he said. “They rewrite the entire brain—memories, stored knowledge, learned behavior. There are a lot of things that we think are intuitive, like how to walk, that are actually learned behaviors tucked in the recesses of our brains.”
I thought about my complete inability to park in tight spaces—clearly a learned ability I hadn’t quite mastered. “Still, isn’t that just a really big memory wipe?” I asked. “I mean, if I had enough time, I could probably wipe all your memories.”
He cocked an eyebrow at me, watching me stuff in more crackers.
“Ok, maybe not your memories,” I said. “What is the deal with your head, anyway? Why the horror show? And won’t that be a problem when we’re at the Trib Tower?”
“It won’t be a problem.” He dismissed my question with a wave. I wanted to ask Julian more about how his strange brain worked, but he kept talking. “Sasha’s scribing is much more complete than a memory wipe. Everything is gone, right down to key things like personality. It’s like reformatting the storage banks of the brain.” Even Julian looked chilled by the idea, but it sent shivers right down to my toes. “All you are is what you have learned, from the time you start to crawl until the news you saw last night. A scribe takes that away.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that, you’re a different person.”
The shivers worked their way back up and raised the hairs on the back of my neck so they were sticking out like the rest. “And Sasha does this?”
“Yes.” Julian’s soft face grew sharp, bringing out edges I hadn’t noticed before. “It’s a very powerful weapon. One I don’t use lightly, but it would be incredibly useful if we could use it on someone like Vellus. And I think Kestrel is especially deserving of it, don’t you?”
I couldn’t argue with that, although it seemed less cruel to just kill him. If you killed someone, that made you a murderer… unless it was in self-defense. But this scribing thing? What did that make you? If you erased someone’s being, what was the right name for that?
I thought of Sasha’s dark, empty eyes, and the crackers ran dry in my mouth. I slid the box away and swallowed down the last chalky bits. “Well, it’s just going to be me and you in there. If you can handle Vellus into releasing the prisoners, great. But what if he has mindguard security? Or do you think the most famous anti-jacker politician in the country won’t use mindguards?”
“No, you’re probably right,” Julian said. “He’ll have mindguard security, but they won’t be able to defend themselves against my handling, and they can’t jack into your mind. It will be easy for you to keep them under control once I’ve reduced their instinct to defend themselves.” He captured me with his glacier-blue eyes. “We make quite a team, you know.”
I ignored his soft tone. I wasn’t part of any “team” with him, except for this one time. “So, our plan is to get in, handle Vellus to release the prisoners, and then leave?”
“With any luck, we’ll have everyone out in time for lunch.” He smirked, like this was a game he was looking forward to playing, then glanced at the time on the wall screen. “Are you ready?”
I left the crackers sitting on the kitchen table, hoping Olivia might eat them when she showed again.






 

Julian managed to hail an autocab with his phone, even though Raf and I hadn’t found one for miles the day before. He seemed to have technology and resources that reached everywhere. The autocab dropped us downtown at the Trib Tower, its ornate limestone blocks glinting above us in the early morning light. The last time I was in Maria’s office, I’d had to leave by hydrocopter off the roof to avoid the protesters beating on the revolving doors of the lobby. Today there was no one, only a few businessmen fighting a gusty warm breeze off the Chicago River.
I could reach the entire Trib Tower building and jack any reader inside, but I wasn’t sure how far Julian could reach. “Maybe you can handle Vellus from here, out on the street,” I whispered with my head bent close to Julian. We had to be careful that no one saw us talking, and I wasn’t about to link into Julian’s mind again.
“Unless they’re holding the press conference in the lobby, it’s too far for me to handle him from here.” Which I guessed meant Julian’s range wasn’t any farther than a normal jacker’s. He went back to checking his phone, sending another scrit to Hinckley, who was stationed outside the Detention Center.
Maybe Julian and I could stay to the back of Maria’s office, within range for him, but out of sight so no one would recognize my face. When I was camped out there with the changelings, waiting for their parents to claim them, the cast room seemed to take up the entire floor.
“We can’t link into Maria’s head to talk, you know,” I said. Julian kept his attention on Hinckley’s scrits. “It will just give us away if she knows too much of what’s going on.”
“Agreed.” He peeked at me through his lashes. “Maybe we should have secret signals. One wink means jack, two winks means don’t jack.”
I wrinkled my nose. There was no part of this that was funny.
“Or,” he said, “you could simply scrit me your thoughts, if you have an urgent need to share them.” He returned his attention to the phone.
“What if Vellus brings a whole squad of mindguards?” When my dad came into the mages’ converted factory, Julian seemed distracted into losing his grip on Molloy. Maybe. “Are you sure you can manage that?”
“I can manage it.” He didn’t look up.
“What about when they realize we’re jackers? What are you going to do? Give everyone a sudden urge to fulfill the mating instinct?”
He finally peered up, looking affronted, which would have been funny if I wasn’t dead serious. My dad and Raf could be locked up in Vellus’s prison, and this was my one chance to get them out.
“If things get out of control, I’m pretty sure I could induce a riot.” His shoulders stiffened. “In any event, the mindguards won’t know I’m a jacker, although I’m sure you’ll be hard to miss. But it won’t matter. I’ll handle any panic out of them; you take care of the jacking part. Just keep calm, and it will be fine. How about you earn your keep in this operation by doing some reconnaissance?”
I must have touched a nerve.
I shook my head and reached into the lobby. The guard was simply a mindreader, and we hadn’t caught his notice yet. I mentally pushed past the lobby to the cast station, where a crew was prepping for the interview with Vellus. They were all mindreaders intent on getting the lighting set and the cameras ready, so that must be where we would do the interview, instead of Maria’s office like I had thought. I flitted across the ten floors up to Maria’s office: nothing but readers, mostly reporters working the Saturday tru-cast. No sign of any jackers: mindguards, rooks, or otherwise. On the tenth floor, I searched but couldn’t find Maria. I had a small panic moment until I pulled back and scanned the elevators and found her whizzing to the ground floor.
“There are no jackers inside,” I said, “but Maria’s almost here. We should go in.”
Julian pocketed his phone, and we pushed through the revolving doors, automatically linking into the security guard’s mind and rooking as mindreading junior reporters. At least, I linked in. I couldn’t detect Julian’s presence in the guard’s mind. I glanced at Julian, but he was focused on the elevators, which had just slid open.
Maria stepped out in her heels and black tailored suit, camera ready and clutching a scribepad. Her bright red shoes clicked across the marbled lobby floor. She passed through the weapons detector, eyes darting over Julian and then settling on me, with a skeptical look for the hair and tattoo. Talking out loud with her was out of the question, so I linked into her mind. Her normal mind-scent hinted of freshly cut apples, but today a sour nervousness was laced through it. There was no trace of Julian.
Hello, Katelyn. She concentrated on my name as her thoughts broadcast to the guard. He didn’t look up. She handed me a thin, filmy badge. Don’t lose this. The words Katelyn O’Hara PRESS were stamped across an official Chicago Tribune logo. It was an ionic patch that would adhere once pressed, so I smoothed it onto my poodle-like blouse.
Julian gave a slight bow of his head. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Lopez, I heard faintly through Maria’s thoughts. He must have linked strongly enough, just short of jacking, that I was able to hear his linked thoughts. How could he be in her mind at all without me sensing him? Julian was a puzzle that was hurting my brain.
Glad you could join us, Michael. She didn’t have to concentrate on his name as much. For all she knew, Julian’s name was Michael. You come highly recommended from your junior reporting at the Morning Star. She smoothed a badge across his collared shirt that had Michael Madigan PRESS stamped over the logo of the Morning Star.
Thank you, Julian thought with a smile. I’m hoping to get a promotion soon.
I resisted rolling my eyes.
Once Vellus arrives, Maria thought, I’ll let him get settled in before I pound him with questions. Do you have a list of people who have been detained without due process?
That must be the angle Maria was going for.
Yes. Julian pulled out his phone. Our research shows there are a dozen jackers as well as one reader who were illegally arrested in the sweep. I can cast it to you, if you’d like.
Maria tapped her scribepad and accepted the list Julian cast from his phone. She briefly looked over it, then closed it. Probably didn’t want to linger on the names there. Rafael Lobos Santos. Patrick Moore. My throat was closing up, so I tried not to think of them too.
I have several pointed questions planned for Vellus, Maria thought. I’ve even arranged for a Truth Magistrate to verify Vellus’s answers. Hopefully that will put pressure on him to release the prisoners who have been detained unlawfully. I expect you two to observe, take notes, whatever. You need to take care of yourselves. Understood?
She meant that she didn’t want to know anything about our plans. It would be no small feat for Maria to grill Vellus without giving us away—or herself as a jacker collaborator—with the live boom mics picking up her thoughts. She didn’t need our plans literally on her mind.
I smiled, appreciative of the risk she was taking for us. Understood.
She turned on her spiked heel and stalked back toward the weapons detector. Julian and I hurriedly followed. The guard looked up and Maria waved to him.
Just bringing my two young assistants back for the big interview, George, Maria thought.
Sure thing, Ms. Lopez. The guard’s face broke into a smile, and he didn’t bother to get up to check our credentials. I kept my eyes forward on Maria, hoping George wouldn’t recognize me. Maria breezed through the detector, past the elevators, and toward the large glass double doors of the tru-cast station. In curling ink-black letters, the words Chicago Tribune New Metro Division were etched into the glass. The doors slid open at Maria’s mental command and her heels muted as she stepped onto the soft, sound-absorbent carpeting of the cast station.
The high-ceilinged room was abuzz with screens and scrolling words and images. I had to blink a few times to orient myself. As I linked into all the readers’ minds, Maria headed straight for the brightly lit center dais, elevated above the rest of the room and nestled in a semicircle of twenty-foot-high screens. A live street shot of the Vellus Detention Center bustled behind her. The sun reflected off the sidewalk, and a couple dozen journalists milled around the guard gate, scribbling on their e-slates or getting stock footage with their ear cameras.
In the station room, three workers nudged their spider-legged tru-cast cameras across the floor, testing shoot angles of the center interview area. Threads of boom mics dangled down from the ceiling. On the opposite side of the room, another three people faced a dozen screens. A thin guy bobbed his head, mentally orchestrating the media streams with his mindware interface. Real-time scrit feedback scrolled in front of him, and he monitored how people were re-casting the news. The two other people—a visual artist and a programmer—were designing segments to weave into Maria’s tru-cast interview.
I had no idea casting the news was so complicated.
One of the camera workers indicated we were in his camera path, waving us out of the way. Julian and I shuffled away from the creeping of the cameras and into a shadowed corner of the room. The tru-cast station was smaller than I had hoped: even tucked far from the interview spotlight, we were only forty feet from the action. It was out of mindreading range of the empty interviewee seat, soon to be filled with Vellus, but not by much. Any mindjackers in the room would be well within reach and definitely aware of who I was.
I only hoped Julian could deliver on keeping any mindguards sedate enough for me to jack while he worked on Vellus.
Sitting in an upholstered chair out of the spotlight was an elderly man whose thoughts showed him to be the Truth Magistrate. He watched a girl flit around Maria, who was perched in the spindly interview chair. The girl held a tiny black square up to Maria’s face and clothes and hair, and the lighting subtly adjusted to her mental commands. Maria ignored the girl and focused on her scribepad, running through her prepared questions. Her anger was ramping up to a slow burn in the back of my throat as she cycled through her planned attack. She seemed to be doing it on purpose, pumping up her emotional state, probably to make it easier to ignore the fact that Julian and I were here to jack her interviewee.
Julian nudged me and held up the face of his phone, where he had scrit, Check out the screen.
Behind Maria, the screens focused on the gate at the Detention Center. It was a double-door system, with the second door visible when the first was open—both no doubt controlled by the guard, safe inside his bubble of concrete, glass, and the mindjack shield. I hoped that jacking Vellus was going to work, because breaking into the Detention Center looked daunting at best. A nurse in trim scrubs got clearance to go inside, and I pictured the med facility within the walls. My dad and Raf could well be in there. The chill of that thought trickled into my stomach. At the very edge of the screen, Hinckley leaned against the door of a shuttered business across the street, arms crossed.
Waiting.
Hopefully we would have some prisoners coming out soon for him to usher back to Jackertown. I linked into the mindware interface of Julian’s phone and nudged a scrit. I hope you know what you’re doing.
Before he could respond, something caught his eye by the double doors. They whooshed open and a skinny man, mid-twenties in a tailored nove-fiber shirt, strode into the cast station, stumbling in his haste to arrive ahead of the troupe behind him. Close behind were three bodyguards who reminded me of Mr. Trullite’s over-muscled goons. I brushed their minds and all three were mindreaders. The skinny man scanned the room and focused on the dais, immediately noting that Maria’s chair was slightly higher in elevation than the interviewee chair and would have to be adjusted before the Senator would proceed with the interview.
He activated a mindware-enabled earbud phone and scrit an all-clear signal. A moment later, Vellus appeared in the doorway and seized the attention of the room like a magnetic force. His strong stride carried him across the threshold of the double glass doors, his suit flowing perfectly over his trim body. His hair was stuck in the rolling waves that were the latest fashion for powerful men, and his smooth skin made him look young, but the crinkles around his eyes said he was my dad’s age. His assistant scurried to the side to give him a clear path to the dais. A thought wave murmured through the room, with the light and design women openly admiring Vellus’s strong jaw. I supposed he was a classically good-looking man, but seeing the king of the anti-jacker crusaders in real life made my stomach want to throw up the morning’s crackers.
I brushed Vellus’s mind, bracing myself for the prospect of dipping into his thoughts. He was out of mindreading range, so I didn’t link thoughts to him. That would only make him more aware of our presence, and the thoughts I’d like to link would definitely blow my cover anyway. Vellus’s smile was wide as he basked in the admiration of the women, but his mind was vacuous, filled with echoes of the other mindreaders’ thoughts. I had never linked into the mind of a politician before, but he was even less substantial than I had supposed they were. Even his mind-scent was nondescript, like it was diluted down to nothingness.
He was intent on Maria, whose thoughts were tightly focused on the atrocities she imagined Vellus had already committed. He was halfway across the room before two more security suits flowed into the room behind him, one large and bulky, the other tall and slim. I brushed their minds and they instantly noticed my touch—both were jackers on high alert. Mindguards. My head whipped to the one farthest from me.
There, standing tall in an ill-fitting gray security jacket, was my dad.






 

My dad. A mindguard. For Vellus.
The shock of it pulsed through my body, seizing up every muscle. My eyes locked with my dad’s across the span of the tru-cast room.
What are you doing here! I linked to him. Instead of answering, he stiffened, his face twisted in wordless pain. A bottomless terror clawed his thoughts, and my mind reflexively recoiled. At the same time, he took a shaky step back, eyes wide. He must have tried jacking into Julian’s head, only to get the same horror show that I had experienced the first time.
Julian’s hand gripped my elbow, hard. “Keeper.” His voice was a whisper of warning. My dad, showing up as Vellus’s mindguard—it had to be freaking him out. It was freaking me out. If I didn’t do something quick, Julian would end up handling my dad again.
I linked back into my dad’s head. Dad, don’t try to jack him!
It won’t do you any good.
My dad’s face was turning red. What is this jackworker forcing you to do?
Back at the mages’ headquarters, Julian had handled my dad out of rescuing me and Raf. How could I explain that Julian was now helping me rescue Raf? Julian’s not forcing me to do anything! And since when are you doing mindguard duty for Vellus?
Julian? The acid sting of anger overwhelmed my dad’s normal mind-scent. This jackworker is not your friend, Kira. I don’t know what he did to me in Jackertown, but he’s dangerous. Whatever hold he has over you, it’s not real.
By this point, the bulked-up mindguard at my dad’s side had shoved me away from his mind and slammed me back into mine. The pressure grew, forcing me out of my dad’s head, but then it suddenly cut off. Julian must have handled him out of trying to jack me, so I plunged back into the mindguard’s now-compliant mind. He was confused as to why he considered a young tru-cast assistant such a threat, when clearly the cast station was secure. I jacked him to forget about me and Julian lurking in the shadows at the edge of the room. Julian shoved his phone in my face. Scrit across the screen were the words, Your father is going to blow this operation. Get him to stand down.
I pushed the phone away with the back of my hand and linked back into my dad’s head.
Whatever mess you’re in, Kira, I’ll get you out. My dad’s face was turning an even darker shade of red. I don’t know what this jackworker is doing to Vellus’s mindguard or what he’s planning for Vellus, but you don’t need to be a part of it.
Julian’s helping me get Raf out of Vellus’s prison!
Raf’s not in prison! my dad thought. This jackworker’s lying to you.
Is Raf with you? I asked, my hope soaring. Did you escape the raid with him?
No, I landed in the Detention Center with the rest of the jackers, my dad thought. But I made sure they weren’t holding you and Raf before I left.
You were in the Detention Center? How did you get out? He still hadn’t answered my question about how he ended up on Vellus’s mindguard squad, but I was piecing it together. He was swept up in the raid, but had bargained his way out of prison by agreeing to work for Vellus. My stomach churned.
I had to agree to mindguard for Vellus again, my dad thought. It was the only way to get out so I could find you and Raf!
Wait, what? Again?
My mind sputtered on that for a moment. Vellus’s other mindguard was now idly checking the messages on his phone, while Vellus stepped up on the dais. Maria rose to greet him with a half bow. Vellus’s assistant fussed with the interviewee chair so that it was the same height as Maria’s. Vellus beamed as Maria struggled to balance her aggressive tru-caster thoughts with being a gracious host. The oversized image of the Detention Center loomed behind her.
Wait, I linked to my dad. How can you be sure Raf isn’t in the Detention Center?
I’m sure because I refused to work for Vellus unless Kestrel released you and Raf from the prison too, my dad thought. Kestrel said he didn’t have either of you in custody.
Kestrel was at the prison? My mouth dropped open. And you believed what he said? I had to restrain myself from stomping across the room and physically shaking my dad. He totally could have lied to you!
I didn’t have any other option, he thought. Kestrel was picking out prisoners to take to another facility. It was either get out then or go with the rest of them.
I pulled out of my dad’s head and tried to control the shaking in my hands. Raf could still be in the prison. Of course Kestrel would lie. And worse, he was taking the prisoners, including the mages and possibly Raf, off to the facility where he was doing his experiments. How much time did we have? I grabbed Julian’s phone and jacked into the mindware to scrit a message. Kestrel’s at the Detention Center, picking up prisoners.
Julian nodded, as though he already knew. He must have been listening in on our entire conversation. I could only imagine what he was thinking, but so far he hadn’t resorted to handling my dad. Maria was settling in her chair and getting ready to start the interview. My heart hammered like I had run a mile. I sucked in a ragged breath. Maybe if we all just kept our heads and gave Julian a chance to do his magic with Vellus, this could still work.
I took a breath and linked back into my dad’s head. Dad, Raf could still be in there. We have to let Julian try to get him out.
My dad ran a shaky hand through his hair and paused a long moment. Okay, he thought. But if the boom mics pick up that he’s jacking Vellus, I’m going to have to take him down. Otherwise Vellus will think I’m involved—that you’re involved—and he’ll have evidence to put us all in prison. Whether your jackworker friend gets caught or not, once this interview is done, you’re coming with me. Understood?
Fine. I was tempted to pull out of his mind again, because he had some nerve ordering me around while he was doing mindguard duty for Vellus, but we were both distracted by Maria starting the interview.
Thank you for taking time to meet with us, Senator Vellus. She crossed her legs and leaned forward on her chair, which still seemed to tower over Vellus’s, but he was so tall that he dwarfed her. We won’t keep you long, as we know you’re giving a press conference today at the new detention center named in your honor.
It’s my pleasure to be here, Ms. Lopez. Vellus’s thoughts were less vacuous now, focused on Maria. His thought waves had a deep rumbling quality to them, like a bass guitar you feel as much as hear. Every mind in the room swung to his, even the media tracker, who was quickly pulled back to monitoring his data feeds. The boom mics had captured Vellus’s thoughts and cast them out, creating a surge of positive feedback on the nets.
Maria didn’t seem as affected by Vellus’s charisma, still focused like a hawk on her attack questions. You’ve mentioned in previous tru-casts that the Center is designed specifically to hold jacker prisoners. Can you tell us about the security measures that make that possible?
Vellus beamed an unnaturally white smile designed for a sim-cast. I can’t tell you all the top-secret technology, Maria, but I would like your viewers to rest assured that
our guards are armed with the latest in anti-jacker technology and the inmates are kept under a mild, safe, but effective sedative to keep them from using their jacker abilities to harm anyone, including each other. The Vellus Detention Center is a state-of-the-art containment center, but it is not inhumane. The purpose of the Vellus Center is to provide for the general safety of all regular citizens, without any undue harm to those afflicted with the jacker strain of DNA.
When you say anti-jacker technology, are you referring to the shield that surrounds the facility? Maria asked.
As your fellow journalists will soon find out, Vellus waved to the screen behind them, a mindwave disruptor field does indeed surround the facility, which effectively prevents anyone from jacking into or out of the Center. All doors are remotely controlled, and no one is allowed in or out of the facility without authorization. A breakout is impossible.
Your authorization, Maria retorted. The intensity of her stare at Vellus kicked up a notch.
He gazed at Maria with soft brown eyes, as if he couldn’t sense the edge in her thoughts. I simply helped secure the funding for the Center because I felt there was a need for such a facility. I was honored that they chose to name the Center after me, but I assure you that the police follow standard procedures for incarcerating prisoners and holding them while they await trial.
Does your standard police procedure for arresting mindjackers include random sweeps through Jackertown? Maria’s look alone could have impaled Vellus, but his face remained calm. What guarantee can you give that innocent people, including mindreaders, won’t be caught up in such a blatant violation of civil rights? An image of a dark, curly-haired boy sprung up in her mind, making my heart twist, but Maria had never met Raf, so the image wasn’t as strong as her question about civil rights.
Vellus smiled indulgently. No reader in his right mind would ever go to Jackertown—unless you were demens, and then you’re just like a neighbor coming to visit anyway. He paused a beat. But I admire your concern for protecting the rights of regular citizens. And it turns out that rescuing a wayward reader, who had been involuntarily taken to the lawless area known as Jackertown, was the reason behind the arrests last night.
What? My mind spun. The raid was because of a reader? Was it Raf?
Vellus kept going. Unfortunately, the kidnapping of readers is becoming a more prevalent occurrence every day. Something I hope the Detention Center will prove a preventative measure against, as a warning to mindjackers that there are consequences for their violent acts.
Maria hesitated. So you’re saying this was a rescue operation?
Vellus smiled wider. Exactly.
One I’m happy to say was successful.
Maria frowned, and her thoughts were spinning faster than mine. She clutched her scribepad tighter and shifted in her seat. My sources say a mindreader was arrested in last night’s raid on Jackertown along with a dozen mindjackers. Are you saying that this mindreader had been kidnapped, and that the mindjackers arrested were holding him captive? Can you verify that the rescued mindreader is indeed the one on my list? She tapped her scribepad and leaned forward to hand it to Vellus.
I assure you that any mindreaders in Jackertown—Vellus’s thoughts were interrupted as his eyes landed on the list.
I have a Truth Magistrate standing by, Senator Vellus. Maria perched perilously close to the edge of her chair. To verify the accuracy of your answers.
He waved her away like she was a fly buzzing around his head. That won’t be necessary. Then he turned to peer from the spotlight and looked straight at my dad.
My dad—he was on the list with Raf! My breath froze in my chest.
I assure you that—Vellus stopped again, mid-thought, only this time, I sensed some confusion in his mind. As he studied the list, a mantra pounded his thoughts that these were dangerous jackers, they had to stay locked up, but it fought against an underlying tug of emotion that made him feel bonded to them. Like they were his people, and he needed to get them out. That they shouldn’t be locked in a prison, because they had done nothing wrong. A light sheen of sweat broke out on his forehead and reflected the spotlights.
I glanced at Julian, who was deep in concentration, his eyes fixed on Vellus like a laser beam. He must be handling Vellus now, and not a moment too soon. With my dad’s name on the list, Vellus must know something was wrong. But would it matter? Could the rational part of his brain fight off Julian’s handling? It didn’t seem like my dad or Molloy could resist him.
I think, perhaps, there has been some kind of mistake. Vellus blinked and leaned back in his chair, holding the list away from his body as if it were a snake that might bite him.
Are you saying that it was a mistake to have these people arrested? Maria hung off the edge of her chair. Even though Vellus had extended her scribepad back to her, she refused to take it. That they were improperly caught up in your attempt to rescue the mindreader who was kidnapped?
Yes… there must have been a mistake. They…His eyes grew wide, as if he couldn’t believe the thoughts running through his head. These people weren’t involved in the kidnapping.
If it was a mistake, Senator, perhaps we could remedy that mistake now, Maria thought. Have the prisoners released immediately. A gesture of goodwill that would no doubt go far in reassuring the public.
Perhaps. Yes, reassuring to the public. Vellus’s face turned red, which might be seen on the tru-cast as embarrassment, but I knew exactly what it was. Vellus was trying to fight the impulse he felt to free the prisoners. Maria flagged her assistant, the girl who had fluttered around her before, and she sprinted up to Maria with a slim silver phone.
We have a phone ready for you, Senator, Maria thought. If you would like to make that call.
Vellus ignored her outstretched hand.
That won’t be necessary. Vellus’s chest was heaving, like he was having a hard time breathing. He gestured to his skinny assistant who jerked like he had been tasered and hurried up to the dais. Vellus thrust the scribepad into his hands, and he awkwardly caught it so that it wouldn’t drop to the floor. These people have been mistakenly detained.
My assistant will make the necessary arrangements to have them released immediately.
Vellus’s assistant sprinted out of camera range, horrified at the public-relations nightmare his boss had unfurled. He stabbed madly at his earbud phone and dashed out of the room to the lobby to place his call, afraid that the boom mics might pick up his thoughts and broadcast them, snarling the mess even further.
Vellus’s face was returning to a normal color, now that the assistant had been dispatched to carry out the urgent need to release the prisoners that Julian had apparently placed in Vellus’s reptilian brain.
I believe our interview is concluded, Ms. Lopez, Vellus thought, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He slowly rose from his seat, his soft brown eyes turning sharp, like a wolf coming out of hiding. He threw a dark look at my dad, then scanned the room, skipping over Maria and the camera people, his head slowly swinging toward me and Julian. I glanced around, but there was nowhere to hide. We were out of mindreading range, so that shouldn’t throw a red flag, but I covered my far-too-famous face with my hand before he got a good look. Could I jack him to look away? Vellus was still too close to the boom mics—if I jacked him, it would be picked up and recorded. There would be evidence the world’s most famous anti-jacker politician had been jacked, and it would be pinned on me. Or worse, my dad or Maria. Vellus stumbled as he stepped down from the dais, and the heat of his stare landed on me. The intensity of it grew, and then recognition lit his face.
Kira Moore, he thought. Of course. I should have known it would be you.
My throat tightened. I glanced at Maria, but she was talking on her earbud phone, and didn’t seem to hear Vellus’s thoughts. I edged closer to Julian, but he was busy with his phone, furiously concentrating on a scrit to Hinckley. Didn’t he realize my cover had just been blown? Julian needed to do something quick—handle Vellus again. Were the boom mics still on? Were they picking up Vellus’s thoughts and sending them out on the tru-cast?
Vellus glowered at me a moment longer, and I was afraid he would march back up the dais steps and claim I had jacked him. Instead he swung his head back to my dad, leveled a stare at him, and stepped away from the dais. I was relieved to see him put more distance between himself and the boom mics, but I didn’t like the way he was looking at my dad.
Patrick, you seem to be a very ineffective mindguard, Vellus thought. At least where your daughter is concerned.
My dad took a half step back, his thoughts careening for an explanation of what had happened on the dais that wouldn’t involve me going to jail. Kira is no threat to you, Senator. She’s simply an assistant here. An observer.
Yes, I’m sure that’s the case, Vellus thought. But perhaps we need to review the tru-cast to see if there’s anything unusual picked up by the boom mics.
My dad’s shoulders twitched. His thoughts zoomed in on jacking Vellus now, boom mics or no boom mics, but that would only confirm what Vellus suspected—that I had jacked him into releasing the prisoners. We’d both end up on the run. His thoughts swung to exposing Julian, pinning the blame on him, so I would go free. My dad’s thoughts must have pulled in Julian’s attention, because he was gripping my elbow again. If my dad exposed Julian, things would get bad in a hurry. Julian would end up handling everyone. What did he say? Induce a riot?
Dad, no! I elbowed Julian, hopefully holding him back from doing anything yet.
Vellus was creeping closer to my dad, waiting for his response. Finally, my dad linked an answer to him. There’s no need to check the boom mics, Senator. I’m sure there’s nothing to be found there. And it would be unfortunate for the world to learn that you had been mindjacked.
I glanced around the tru-cast station, but my dad must have linked those thoughts only to Vellus, because no one seemed too alarmed that he had just implied that Vellus had been jacked. Vellus stopped a few feet from my dad, then gave him a snake-like smile. Yes, you are quite right. That would be unfortunate. I wouldn’t want people to lose faith. They need to be assured that mindjacker influence doesn’t affect the important decisions made by their elected officials. That’s your job, isn’t it, Patrick? To make sure that doesn’t happen?
For the moment, sir.
Perhaps you’d like to revoke our previous agreement? Vellus arched his eyebrows. That could be arranged. For both you and your daughter.
My dad’s gaze didn’t waver. That’s not necessary.
Good. Perhaps you can manage to do your job more effectively when your daughter is not in the room. And I do believe it’s time for us to leave. We have a press conference to attend, where I will need to manage the public relations aspect of today’s interview. Or do we need to stay here and review the recordings?
No sir.
Vellus strode past my father and out of the tru-cast station, tailed by the three over-muscled mindreader goons. The bulky mindguard turned to follow Vellus, then stopped. Are you coming, Moore? He was still under Julian’s influence and not overly concerned by Vellus’s thoughts. In fact, the whole tru-cast room was carrying on with the post-production of the interview as if nothing had happened.
My dad stared at me from across the cast station. He didn’t want to leave me with Julian, but if he tried to bring me along now, Vellus might put us both in the Detention Center—and not as mindguards.
I only agreed to mindguard for the press conference, Kira, he thought. After that, I’m coming for you.
My throat closed up as my dad turned to follow in Vellus’s wake.
Once the entourage was on their way out of the building, Julian shoved his phone in my face. How long has
your father been working for Vellus? was scrit across the face.
I grabbed the phone from his hand, holding it at my side, but not looking at it or Julian, just keeping my eyes on the screens behind Maria. Julian’s question felt like a punch in the gut. I wanted to say my father would never work for someone like Vellus. That he was a good, decent man who had only tried to jack Julian because he was trying to protect me. I wanted to make up an excuse for the obvious fact that my dad was mindguarding for an anti-jacker politician. Say that Vellus was just another praver who hated jackers but used them for his own purposes when it was convenient. But Julian had heard my father’s thoughts explaining that he was working for Vellus in exchange for getting out of prison.
And he heard that one little word. Again.
Finally, I jacked into the mindware interface of the phone, scrit a reply, and shoved it back into Julian’s hands.
I don’t know.
I turned and stalked out of the cast room.






 

Numbness crept through my body as I tried to process what had happened in the tru-cast room. I ignored Julian’s pointed looks as the autocab whispered through the streets toward Jackertown. The city was void of life or cars with only a breeze that tumbled trash down the bleached-white pavement and the occasional demens staggering for a place to rest out of the bright morning sun.
When the autocab rolled up to the mages’ headquarters, my legs itched to get out and find out what had happened at the Detention Center. Had Hinckley brought the prisoners back already? I reached for the handle of the autocab door, but Julian leaned across and stopped me by trapping my hand with his.
“I need to know, keeper,” Julian said. “Was Vellus truly after a kidnapped mindreader? Or did your father ask him to raid Jackertown for you?”
I shrank from him and jerked my hand away from his. Did my dad pull in a favor with Vellus and trade a dozen other mindjackers’ freedom for mine? I didn’t want to believe it. “Well, if he did, I’m sure he didn’t plan on ending up in Vellus’s prison.”
“So you believe him?”
“What do you mean?” My voice was rough.
“You believe your father when he claims he was only working for Vellus in order to get out of prison?”
“Yes!” I choked on the word. I didn’t want to believe that my dad was lying to me. Had been lying all along.
Julian nodded. “It was reassuring, actually, how hard he worked to make sure you knew it was just a temporary arrangement. I have to admit, when I saw your father come into the station, for a moment I thought that maybe you…”
“That I what?” I demanded.
“I thought maybe I had you all wrong, keeper,” he said. “That you and your father were both working for Vellus.”
“I would never do that!” The idea of working for Vellus crawled across my skin and made me shudder. How could my dad work for someone who hated us so much?
“I believe you. But you’re not at all the person I expected.” Julian waved his hand in the air, as if trying to explain the unexplainable. “The girl who rescued a half dozen changelings on a tru-cast? The girl who went on-air in a live interview with a Truth Magistrate to show the world that jackers existed? I thought you would be more…” He seemed to search for just the right word, then his eyes sparkled when he found it. “Revolutionary.”
Those things only managed to put my family in danger for the last eight months, from people like Molloy—jackers that Julian seemed to have no problem working with.
“You don’t know anything about me.” I yanked open the door of the autocab and slammed it behind me. Hinckley blocked the doorway to the mages’ headquarters, installing a metal bar to keep the busted front door closed. He stood back to let me squeeze past.
Inside the converted factory reeked of the gas, and a fine yellowish powder coated everything. A dozen figures in pale green jumpsuits were scattered around the mages’ kitchen: on the couch, in the chairs, standing at the sink. I ran toward them, scanning their faces, searching for Raf. Hinckley was the only one not dressed in prisoner garb, still wearing his ratty jeans and the black, long-sleeved t-shirt that he’d had on in the tru-cast feed. He had followed me in and now sat sprawled on the couch, one leg hooked over the end, looking satisfied. I ignored him and dashed in between the circulating mages, peering at every face. Myrtle was standing with a group of prisoners that I didn’t recognize. I kept checking everyone, but I already knew.
Raf wasn’t there.
I stumbled onto Ava and grabbed her slim shoulders. “Where’s Raf? Why didn’t you bring him out with you!” I accidentally shook her, which wasn’t very mesh, but the trembling had taken hold of my arms.
Suddenly Sasha was by her side. “Leave her alone.” His voice was like sandpaper, his lips chapped: symptoms of the gas. One arm wrapped around Ava’s shoulders, the other slid between us. His dark brown eyes were at full attention. I pulled my hands back, remembering what Julian had said about Sasha scribing away a person’s entire being.
A pair of hands landed gently on my shoulders. “He wasn’t in the prison, keeper,” Julian said. “He was never picked up in the sweep.”
I shook Julian’s hands off me and turned on him. “How can you be sure?”
Hinckley stood with crossed arms right behind Julian’s shoulder. “Everyone on the list came out, except the reader,” Hinckley said. “No one saw him.”
“A reader like your friend would have been noticed right away,” Julian said softly. “If he was in there, someone would have seen him. Besides, Vellus had no reason to hold him, especially when he was releasing everyone else on the list.”
“Then where is he?” My voice was a whisper.
“I don’t know.”
My shoulders sagged. If Raf hadn’t been swept up in the raid, someone else must have taken him. He was lost in Jackertown, a truly kidnapped reader, just like Vellus had talked about. The idea made my chest so tight I could barely breathe. I stumbled away from Julian and landed on the far end of the couch. Thoughts and images screamed circles in my head.
Raf enslaved to a vile gang of jackers.
My dad lying to me about working for Vellus.
Raf dancing a pirouette, over and over.
My dad doing Vellus’s dirty work.
I slowly crumpled into a ball. Ava alighted on the couch, careful not to jostle me. Sasha hovered nearby in the kitchen, watching us. Ava didn’t seem to hold a grudge about me grabbing her. Or tasing her earlier with the butterfly, for that matter.
“We’ll find him,” she said softly. I took a deep, shaky breath, trying to stop the images in my head. I tucked the dark thoughts about my dad back into the deep recesses of my brain. I needed to pull myself together to have any hope of finding Raf.
Julian paced at the far end of the factory, near the couch where I woke up yesterday. Was it only yesterday? My mind blurred the time. He argued with Hinckley about something, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.
I turned back to Ava. “I’m sorry,” I said. “About before. With the butterfly.”
“Sasha says I’m too trusting sometimes.” She half-grinned. “I guess he’s right about that.”
“I just wanted to get back home. To get Raf out of here.” My justifications weren’t necessary—it seemed like Ava already understood. And they weren’t helping me find Raf either. I closed my eyes and reached beyond the walls of the mages’ headquarters, using my most featherweight touch to search the nearby minds for any sign of Raf. But everyone was on a high state of alert after the roundup last night and they reacted to my slightest brush.
I pulled back before I set too many of them off. I would have to find another way to search for him. When I opened my eyes, Ava had wandered back to Sasha. She flipped on a screen set on the kitchen counter. It showed a tru-cast with an aerial view of the Vellus Detention Center. Words scrolled along the bottom about the release of the prisoners before the press conference. Senator Vellus came on, mindtalking to one of the reporters, a wiry woman I recognized from the earlier tru-cast. My dad lurked in the background in his gray security jacket, arms crossed. I swallowed down a sour taste that rose up in my throat.
The rescue mission was a complete success. Vellus’s thoughts scrolled along the bottom of the screen. Julian stalked over with Hinckley and examined the screen. Sasha’s arm snuck around Ava’s waist, pulling her close.
What about the prisoners that were released, Senator? the tru-cast reporter asked. On your earlier tru-cast, you said there had been a mistake made in detaining them?
Yes, Vellus answered. Unfortunately, there was confusion about who they were during the initial arrests. While the mission was to recover a single kidnapped mindreader, the police discovered an entire group of mindreaders being held hostage in Jackertown.
She looked confused, but my mouth hung open in disbelief. So the prisoners released were actually mindreaders, not mindjackers? the reporter asked.
Yes! Vellus responded. Sending a rescue team into a town filled with mindjackers is not an easy thing to do, and there was a lot of chaos during the operation. During the arrests, the mindreaders were accidentally mixed in with the mindjacker clan members that were holding them. I realized this right away when I saw the list Ms. Lopez provided because the warden had already briefed me on the names of the rescued mindreaders.
Which is why you asked for them to be released immediately?
Exactly, Vellus thought. It was an innocent mistake, and I don’t fault the warden or the police commissioner for this at all. They are heroes today. More than a dozen mindreaders have been safely returned to their families!
Can you release the names of the mindreaders who were rescued?
I’m afraid not. Senator Vellus looked straight into the camera. I hope that the press can respect their privacy in this matter.
“That’s a complete and utter lie,” I blurted out.
“Yes, it is,” Julian said. “I’m not sure how he manages it. The reporter should at least sense his lying, even if the boom mic only repeats his thoughts.” But the reporter was simply smiling and nodding.
Maria had managed to keep her thoughts trained on her questions during the interview, and Mr. Trullite had used the other readers’ emotions to keep my true name secret. “Maybe Vellus is exceptionally good at keeping his thoughts focused,” I said. “He’s a politician. They have to keep on message all the time.”
“He certainly was charismatic at the station, and he makes for excellent tru-cast material.” Julian frowned. “But I’m surprised he can keep up this level of lying.”
“Is that why it was difficult for you to handle him at the tru-cast station?”
Julian tore his gaze from the screen. “What makes you think it was difficult?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Just seemed like it took some time.”
He drew back. “I was trying to make it not quite so obvious that he was being jacked.”
I shrugged. I didn’t care about how finessed Julian was at handling or how good Vellus was at lying. Apparently my own father could lie to me and I wouldn’t even know. I closed my eyes and pressed the heels of my hands to my forehead, trying to rub away the pounding there. I didn’t even know where to start with finding Raf, and the images of him being tormented by a clan of jackers threatened to take over my mind again.
“I’ve put out a message on the short comms.” Julian had moved closer, his voice turning soft. “The mage cells are on notice to look for your… friend.”
My eyes popped open and I glared at him. “His name is Raf.”
“Right.” He nodded. “Raf. We’ll find him, keeper. I promise.”
A quiet tone sounded from Julian’s pants pocket. He fished out his phone, frowning at the ID, and activated it by mindlink. A holo image of Molloy floated above the screen.
“Mr. Molloy,” Julian said flatly.
“Julian!” Molloy’s voice boomed from the phone. “I’ve seen the tru-cast. Had an interesting morning, did you?”
Julian flicked a look at the tru-caster recapping her report. “Yes, that was us.”
“Is little Kira still with you?” he asked. “Or did you leave her in Vellus’s playroom?”
Julian scowled. “We managed to recover everyone taken in the raid. Thank you for your concern.”
“That’s good to hear,” Molloy said. “I have someone she might like to see.”
Julian stood straighter. “You have him?”
I nearly leapt off the couch and crowded Julian for the phone.
Raf’s face floated into view. “Raf!” I grabbed the phone from Julian and held it with both hands. I touched my finger to the holo image, wishing I could reach through the phone. “Are you okay? What happened? Where are you?”
Shadows lurked under Raf’s eyes, but he gave me his irresistible smile. He cast an irritated look off-screen, then turned his gorgeous brown eyes back to me. “I’m fine. Kira, I’m sorry, he must have jacked me. I… I wouldn’t leave you there all alone. I don’t know what happened, I just woke up here a little while ago.” He moved a little closer to the phone, and the muscles in his cheek moved. “What are they doing to you, Kira? Please tell me they’re not hurting you.”
My heart banged against my chest. “No, no, I’m fine.” I smiled for him, and suddenly it felt like too many eyes were part of this conversation. I shuffled to the couch and hunched over the phone. “Raf, I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”
“Kira, it’s okay, I’m fine.” He lowered his voice. “Whatever they’re trying to get you to do, don’t do it, all right? Don’t do anything dangerous. Or stupid. Or, you know, like you.”
A grin stretched my face, but tears filled my eyes. “Your romantic powers are failing if you think that’s how to flatter a girl.”
“I’m saying stay out of trouble. What about your dad? Maybe he can help—”
“My dad’s not—” I didn’t know where to start with that. “Look, just tell me where you are. I’m coming right now to get you. And don’t do anything until I get there.” If Raf still had his taser, I didn’t want him taking off through the streets of Jackertown and getting caught by jackers even more unsavory than Molloy.
Raf’s face clouded. “I don’t know where I am, exactly.” He looked around. “It’s some kind of basement, I th—” He stopped mid-word and his eyes glazed. The camera dropped, or maybe Raf’s hand fell.
“Raf!” I cried.
Molloy’s face appeared above the phone again. “He’s fine, lass, just taking a little break.”
“What are you doing to him!” I gripped the edges of the phone so hard I thought it might break.
Julian appeared by my side, gently prying the phone out of my hands. “We’re all a bit tired, Mr. Molloy. What do you say we dispense with the theatrics and you return the keeper’s pet, so we can get on with our plans?”
“I don’t think so, Julian,” he said. “Like I said before, this one’s a bit of insurance.”
Fear trickled down my back. No, no, no…
Julian’s jaw worked. “That was not part of our agreement.”
“She’s key to the plan, and she needs to see it through. If you weren’t so soft, Julian, you’d see it my way.” Molloy’s voice turned grave. “And watch your back. She’ll betray you in a heartbeat. She left the last one bleeding in the desert to die. Don’t think she won’t do the same to you as soon as she has the chance. Don’t trust her.”
“It’s my business who I trust,” Julian said. “Right now, I’m not too fond of your methods, Mr. Molloy.”
“Whether you’re fond of them or not,” Molloy said, “she’ll not be getting her pet back until she finishes the job. A little extra motivation to keep her focused. You can thank me later, once your sister is free.”
My stomach knotted into an icy ball. I wanted to grab the phone from Julian and demand that Molloy release Raf immediately. The only thing that stopped me was knowing it would do absolutely no good and might trigger something worse. Molloy would be happy to kill Raf. More than happy, he would delight in making it painful. Julian briefly closed his eyes, then gave me a strained look that told me he knew it too.
My hands shook. “Julian, please…” My words were barely a whisper. Please stop him. Please make him give Raf back to me.
Julian held his finger up and turned back to Molloy. “You will not hurt him.” It was a statement and a threat.
“Won’t harm a hair on his pretty head,” Molloy said. “As long as Kira does her part and brings my brother back out of that horror chamber of Kestrel’s.”
“Take care that you don’t,” Julian said very slowly. “Because if the reader is harmed, you will have me to answer to. Are we clear, Mr. Molloy?”
“Aye,” Molloy said. “Right as rain.”
The floating image of Molloy disappeared. My chest ached and I realized I had stopped breathing. I sucked in a quick breath.
Julian frowned at the now-blank phone, then looked to me. “Seems like we have some planning to do.”






 

“Can’t we just find Molloy?” I was unabashedly pleading with Julian as he eased next to me on the couch. “Force him to give Raf back? If you all helped me…” I looked around, hoping I had earned some goodwill in helping get the mages out of prison. Ava wrung her hands, and Sasha examined me with his dark eyes, like this was a test. Hinckley studied his fingernails.
“It’s not that we don’t want to help you, keeper.” Julian chose his words carefully, like he was treading a word minefield. “But we have no idea where Molloy is, and I don’t think he’s a patient man. In spite of his apparent lack of love for you, he’s not going to hurt your friend as long as he thinks you’ll return with his brother. If we go after Molloy, and he finds out…”
I sagged into the back of the couch. “He would have nothing to lose by killing Raf.”
“Precisely.” He paused. “The sooner we get in and out of Kestrel’s facility, the sooner we get your reader friend back.”
They were all staring at me now, waiting.
My stomach twisted in knots. Breaking into Kestrel’s facility was like rushing into a burning house to rescue Raf, and Julian didn’t even have to handle my protective instinct to get me to do it. Molloy did that just fine by glazing Raf’s eyes while we were on the phone. Thinking about that made a scream start to crawl up my throat, so I took a breath and locked that image of Raf away.
“Well.” I struggled to push up from the too-soft couch. “I guess we better do this.”
Julian’s lips drew into a tight line, but he rose up and crossed to a kitchen cabinet. Sasha stopped Julian as he drew out a flex scroll, and they exchanged a silent mental conversation. When Sasha let him go, Julian brought the scroll to the kitchen table, where he spread it out and tapped the corner. A map sprang to life and floated above it. Hinckley watched us with his feet propped up on the table.
“I think we should move our plans up,” Julian said, “given the urgency of our situation. Instead of waiting until Monday, I think we can do it today. There will be less city traffic on a Saturday, possibly less staff in the demens ward, and less chance for things to go wrong.”
Julian mentally nudged the interactive map and it zoomed out to reveal a good fraction of the city and Lake Michigan. “According to Mr. Molloy, Kestrel’s facility is masquerading as a demens treatment facility downtown, near the lake.” He zoomed in again. “The Chicago Lakeshore Hospital is, in fact, a containment center for the demens, but our surveillance shows that Kestrel’s incorporated these three buildings into a compound.” Julian drew a red circle with his finger around the three buildings, then swiped it away. “There are no weapons detectors at the main gate, just a single mindreading guard, but there’s a shield in place, and the gate is controlled from the inside.”
“So how do we do this?” I asked. “Scale the wall?”
“In theory, you could climb the wall,” said Julian. “The disruptor field around the perimeter won’t conduct into your mind with a simple touch, but after a while the charge builds up and that makes it difficult to have long-term interactions with the wall without losing orientation.”
“Or throwing up,” Ava said. She scooted the map aside and placed two plates of sandwiches next to Julian and me. “Guess who got to test that part?”
“You volunteered!” said Julian.
Ava grinned. “I thought you guys were just being pansies.”
I contemplated the peanut butter and honey sandwich Ava had made for me. My stomach still twisted with the idea of Raf in Molloy’s hands, not to mention the thought of breaking into Kestrel’s facility. I decided not to chance lunch.
Julian ignored his sandwich as well. Hinckley leaned over to swipe it off his plate.
“In addition to the shield,” Julian said, “there’s an electrical field sitting on top of the wall like invisible razor wire. The compound is dressed up like a mental facility, but it’s definitely a prison. No, you’ll be going in the front gate.”
“Are you sure this is Kestrel’s facility?” I asked. “Because I’d rather not just go on Molloy’s word, if you don’t mind.”
Julian looked up from the map. “There’s not much love lost between you, is there?” he said. “What truly happened in that prison camp, keeper?”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s between him and me.”
He fixed me with those unnerving clear blue eyes. “I’d rather know a bit more about it,” he said. “If you don’t mind.”
I crossed my arms, not really wanting to tell Julian the whole story, especially given that I had completely betrayed Molloy. So, keep it simple.
“I was trying to escape the camp. Molloy sent someone with me, a boy.” I stopped. I hadn’t talked about Simon in so long, I was surprised how the words seemed to stick in my throat. “He ran out to distract the guards and their sniper rifles, to give me a chance to escape. I made it, he didn’t. Molloy thinks it should have been the other way around. That’s all there is to it.” I unfolded my arms and pretended to study the map, so Julian wouldn’t see the tears welling up in my eyes. I cleared my throat. “Are we going to do this, or what?”
Julian placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Can I trust you, keeper?”
I met his stare, but looking up only caused the tears to race down my cheeks. “You should trust that I will do what it takes to get Raf back alive.”
Julian eased back and nodded.
I wiped my face. “Which brings me back to my point. How do we know Kestrel’s even in there? Or that he has Molloy’s brother?” That was the prize I had to get, to save Raf, and I was keeping my eye on it. Although Julian was right about getting the changelings out and making Kestrel pay for everything he had done. As long as I was going in anyway, that was unfinished business I needed to make right. I wasn’t so sure about letting the rest of the jackers go, but Julian was probably right about that too—no one deserved to be tormented by Kestrel’s needles.
“We have surveillance set up across the street, monitoring the entrance,” Julian said. “Hinckley will review the surveillance files to make sure he’s inside.” He nodded to Hinckley, who pointed to the half-eaten sandwich in his hand. Julian jerked his head to the back, and Hinckley reluctantly heaved himself up from the table and clumped toward the racks.
“Do we have any idea of the security on the inside?” I asked.
“Unfortunately, no,” Julian said. “The shield extends above the wall and keeps us from getting a good look inside. If it weren’t for that, Ava could peek on it from here, if she stretched.”
“Tried,” she called from the couch, where she and Sasha were eating their lunch.
“So we’re going in blind,” I said. “Fantastic. I don’t suppose you have more of those butterflies lying around? I promised myself if I ever broke into another jacker prison, I would bring more than just my wits. A dart gun would be even better.”
Julian’s grin grew wide. “We definitely have weapons for you, keeper.” He strolled to a low kitchen cabinet. Instead of pots and pans, it was stocked with guns, all shiny, black, and dangerous-looking. He brought back a flat paper box, which he gently set on the table, and a miniature gun that he placed in my hand.
“You’re kidding, right?” It was surprisingly heavy.
“It’s a fast-acting dart gun with four rounds, effective at more than one hundred meters,” he said. “You should be able to keep it hidden under your clothes, unless you’re patted down. Or did you want a more deadly weapon?”
It felt cold and plenty deadly in my hand. Anything more and I wasn’t sure I would be able to pull the trigger. “I think I can take Kestrel with a dart gun.” With a twinge, I realized I was looking forward to shooting him again.
“If you can get a shot,” Julian said quietly, “that will work. But if not, I have a present I’ve saved just for Kestrel.” He lifted the lid of the slender box to show me three tiny, silver bullets inside. The metal of the bullets looked wrinkled and delicate, almost like foil.
“You want me to shoot Kestrel with aluminum-foil bullets?”
A mischievous smile snuck onto Julian’s face. “These aren’t bullets.” I poked a finger into the box to see if they were as flimsy as they looked, but Julian slid it out of reach. “I wouldn’t touch, if I were you. They’re not that sensitive, but I wouldn’t like to waste one blowing up our minds.”
“What?” I snatched my hand away. “Are they miniature bombs?”
“I call them thought grenades,” he said. “They’re not bombs, except to the unfortunate jackers who happen to be in their path.”
“They only work on jackers?”
He nodded. “They have the same technology that the butterflies do, only they emit an electromagnetic pulse that wipes the mind of any jacker caught in its wave.”
I leaned back.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s just temporary and they have to be crushed to be activated.”
“Crushed?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound like a very good grenade. I mean, won’t it blow up the mind of the person crushing it?”
“Yes,” he said, leveling a stare at me. “Unless, of course, you’re a reader. Or a jacker whose mind is impenetrable to normal jacker mind fields.”
I gulped.
“The plan is for you to get close to Kestrel and use this on him,” Julian said. “It’s a weapon he wouldn’t expect, even if you’re caught. And you alone will be unaffected by it.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“Anna tested one and said that she was able to endure it.”
“Endure it?”
“It’s not without side effects.” He shrugged. “I only have three, and those were very expensive to obtain, so I’d rather not test it again. Plus, we don’t have time for you to recover if we’re going to get this operation done quickly.”
“Okay.” I wasn’t sure if not testing the thought grenades was a good thing or a bad thing, but I wasn’t exactly eager to try them out.
“You’ll have to get close to Kestrel before you use it on him.”
“Will it hurt?” I asked. “Kestrel, I mean. Will the thought grenade hurt him? I kind of want it to.”
“Yes, it hurts,” Julian said with a laugh. “But not enough for what Kestrel deserves. Which is why I want Sasha to have a few minutes alone with him.” Julian slid a look to Sasha, who met his stare from the couch and nodded.
How long would it take Sasha? A minute? Two? Then the Kestrel that I knew and loathed would be gone. Not dead, just… gone. My skin prickled with the idea, even though there was no doubt Kestrel deserved it.
“So, how do I get in?” I asked.
“Hinckley will make you a badge.” Julian tapped the flex scroll and it popped up an image of a girl who looked like him. She had the same creamy brown skin, and her blue eyes were unmistakably Julian’s. Her face was framed with a badge stamped Chicago Lakeshore Hospital. “Anna planned to be our Trojan horse, but you’ll take her place.”
“I still can’t believe you were going to send your sister in there.”
“It was actually her plan.” His eyes lit up. “She hacked the facial thermography system at the gate, but she knew that navigating the security inside would be difficult without reliable intelligence. Which is why she planned on getting caught.”
“What?” Getting caught was not part of my plan.
“That way she could get close to Kestrel.”
“If it’s all the same to you, I don’t plan to get caught.”
“If you can shoot Kestrel, that will work as well,” he said. “But if you get caught, don’t panic. As long as you have the thought grenade, you’ll have the upper hand. You’ll have two, just in case. I’ll keep the third. And there’re these.”
He fished a dozen med patches out of his pocket, each about a half inch square, and set them on the table. They were covered with a transparent film to keep the medicine from dosing before it was time.
“These are specially formulated adrenaline patches,” he said. “They will bring a person back to full mental strength, even if they’re on the gas.” He inclined his head. “I know you can fight the gas off on your own, keeper. I saw you do it during the raid. But this is quicker, plus there’s extras for the prisoners inside, who might be quite helpful should you get stuck.”
I took several of the patches and tucked them into my running shoes. “What if they lock me up and I can’t get near Kestrel? Your thought grenades won’t do me much good then.”
“Getting close to Kestrel won’t be a problem for you, keeper.” He tapped another section of the flex scroll and popped up a picture of me with long brown hair and no tattoo—and the word REWARD. It sent a chill down my back. I knew a lot of jackers wanted me dead, but I thought it was only for revenge. I didn’t know they would also get paid to do it.
“This has been circulating around the jacker chat-casts for a few months,” he said. “Anna traced it back to a server at the Lakeshore Hospital. That was our first break in hunting down Kestrel’s new hideout. He’s been looking for you for some time, and we’re going to deliver you to him, wrapped in a bow. Believe me, he won’t be able to resist visiting you.”
Molloy’s words floated back to me. We’re using you as bait Kestrel can’t resist.
Yeah. I was running straight into a burning building.






 

Julian’s perch in the thirteenth floor of an abandoned apartment building had a nice view of the interior of Kestrel’s facility, as well as the placid Lake Michigan shorefront. Kestrel had simply walled off a section of the street to create his latest jacker compound. A weathered wooden shack guarded the front gate, which was large enough for cars to drive through, and a skinny parking lot ran between two front buildings. Each was four stories high and stretched to a shorter brick building in the back. A series of elevated tubular hallways connected the buildings to each other. Chicago Lakeshore Hospital shone in white letters on the far building.
We were right across the street, so my reach would normally have stretched the length of the compound, but I ran smack into the same shield barrier that had protected the SWAT team. In the heat of the raid on Jackertown, I hadn’t had time to investigate the shield, but now I took a minute to skim the surface of it. A clammy feeling crawled along my skin and made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. The perimeter shield stretched well above the physical wall, blocking my reach even from thirteen stories up. I felt around the edges, wondering if I could somehow go over or under, but apparently my reach was straight-line only, which was a new discovery. I had always been able to reach whatever I wanted, roaming high and low, but I had never had something that could block me before. Very interesting.
Oh man—now I was starting to think like Julian. My brain vibrated with the energy pulsing through the shield, so I pulled away. Vellus had called it a mindwave disruptor field—it certainly felt like it could shake my brain apart.
Hinckley was camped in the corner of our apartment hideout, watching the Cubs game on a handheld screen. Sasha and Ava talked quietly at the end of the barren room, with Ava shaking her head and Sasha looking frustrated. I suspected he was trying to talk her out of the mission. Everyone was pretending not to hear their whispers, giving them privacy—which I imagined was in short supply at the mages’ headquarters. Myrtle was studying the complex, peering through a far window she had rubbed clean of the grit that seemed to coat every surface.
Julian had said the guard didn’t control the gate, but I checked anyway. He was a mindreader, sitting in his shack outside of the shield’s protection. Apparently the disruptor field blocked mindwaves as well, because he wasn’t sensing anything from the other side. He thought the disruptor shield was intended to keep jackers from breaking into the ward and setting the most violent demens loose on the downtown offices. Why jackers would want to do this didn’t seem to have crossed his mind, just another wild story that readers too easily believed about jackers. His thoughts also showed that a central controller inside checked IDs and facial therms. I hoped that Hinckley had been successful in updating their facial thermography database with my image, or this was going to be a very short mission.
Myrtle had sewn one thought grenade capsule into the front neck of my scrubs and another under a logo on the pocket. The one along the neckline itched, but I couldn’t tell if it was actually poking me or if the itching came from the idea of having a thought bomb located so close to my brain. They were small enough that they shouldn’t be discovered in a pat-down and yet within reach when I needed them. I decided they just loomed larger in my mind.
The disguise Julian had provided made it plausible that I could rook as a hospital worker, although my pink scrubs stamped with tiny elephants looked slightly alarming with my bright white hair and tattoo. I would probably fit in better with the demens. The pant legs pooled around my sneakers, but they covered the dart gun pretty well, and the adrenaline patches were safely tucked into my shoe. The silky material of the scrubs draped smoothly over the t-shirt and shorts I wore underneath, making the too-big uniform look like it was close to fitting. I guessed that Anna was blessed in the height category, like her twin brother.
According to Julian’s surveillance, a lot of the staff arrived by autocab, so he had one standing by for me. “Once you’re inside,” Julian said as he scanned the facility with a televiewer, “you should be able to reach the rest of the compound, right?”
I surveyed it quickly. “Yeah, no problem.”
“Good. You’ll have an advantage that Anna did not, since she was only a keeper and you…” He lowered the televiewer to look at me. “You have many talents.”
Before I met the mages, I used to think that my talents were special, not just another flavor on the spectrum. “You know, back in the hospital, when I was rescuing the changelings, I found vials with my name on them. At the time, I thought Kestrel might have injected me with something that made me extra mutant.”
“You are special, keeper,” he said. “But your abilities are just a variation on the genetic mutation that is changing people into jackers all over the world.”
I wasn’t sure what he meant by “special” then. But whatever. “Well, maybe Kestrel didn’t create me.” I gestured to the compound with my chin. “But maybe he’s trying to make other mutants.”
Julian studied the compound, without the televiewer. “Perhaps. At the least, he’s trying to find out how mindjacking works,” Julian said. “He’s not that much different from my parents, I suppose. Using science to figure us out. Except that he’s completely amoral and willing to torment people to get his answers. I think he plans to use that knowledge to destroy us, one way or another.”
“If he wants to get rid of us, why doesn’t he just kill us?” I said. “I mean, he had no qualms about kidnapping all kinds of jackers, even changelings, and sending them to a prison in the desert. A lot of jackers died there.” I stopped. The image of Simon lying in a pool of his own blood flashed through my mind. I could almost taste the grit of the desert, feel the heat on my skin. I shook my head clear. “I can’t imagine killing jackers would bother Kestrel any. What if he’s trying to do something different? What if he’s trying to create more jackers like the mages?”
“Now that jackers have been exposed to the world, it would be difficult to kill them outright,” Julian said. “There’s too many of us; more every day. Not that Vellus isn’t heading that way with his Detention Center.” Julian stared down at me. “I don’t know precisely what Kestrel is doing, but whatever it is, it has to be stopped.”
I nodded. I was going in to get Molloy’s brother and to save Raf, but one way or another, I was going to stop Kestrel, once and for all.
Julian gave me one last look-over, ostensibly checking my uniform. “Do you have your phone?”
I patted my pants pocket. “Got it.” I had erased any identifying information, just in case.
“Call us when you’ve dropped the shield,” he said. “Or if you have Kestrel and can’t get the gate open. If necessary, we’ll break it down and come get you.”
“I thought that was too theatrical for you.”
Julian gripped his televiewer tighter. “I’m willing to blow a few things up, as long as I’m sure we have Kestrel. I just don’t want him slipping away while we’re crashing down the front door.”
I gave a sharp nod, and his hold on the televiewer relaxed. He lightly tapped me on the forehead. “Or you could reach out and give us an all-clear nudge.”
“I’ll nudge Ava,” I said. “I’d like to avoid your brain, if it’s all the same to you.”
A smile lit his face, then he went serious. “Be careful, keeper.” There was more worry in his voice than I wanted to hear moments before I was about to break into a jacker prison. I didn’t say anything, just smoothed down my scrubs and turned away. The rotted-out wooden stairs creaked under my footfalls as I went down to the waiting autocab below.
The autocab dropped me in front of the main gate. A half dozen other orderlies in flat green scrubs lounged outside the guard shack, waiting for the shift change. Most of them were substantially larger and beefier than me. I stood a little taller and tried to look tough as I linked into all their heads. Their musky mind-scents overwhelmed the fresh-water breeze coming off the lake, and they tossed thoughts of dread about the work day back and forth, but nothing unusual.
Just another day working in the demens ward.
I always thought the workers at mental hospitals would be zeros who wouldn’t be plagued by the chemically altered thoughts of the demens. It was exactly the job I once thought I would have: a zero on the lowest rung of the social ladder, consigned to working in the demens ward. There must not be enough zeros to go around, because these orderlies were all readers. At least they were doing respectable, law-abiding work, while I was committing criminal acts and rooking to break into a demens ward. Turned out there was an even lower rung than I had thought possible.
I straightened my scrubs and focused on the people ahead of me in line.
One by one, they swiped their badges through a scanner and looked into a wide-barreled thermal camera behind the glass. The guard barely looked up from his screen, his thoughts bound up in catching and sorting the pieces of his game. When the orderlies ahead of me were cleared, a side door next to the gate sprung open, then closed behind them once they’d gone through.
I shuffled forward when it was my turn and swiped my badge. I stared at the camera, wondering how long I was supposed to do that and if I would mess it up by blinking. Julian had taken a picture for the facial therm database and my badge, but were they checking my retinas too?
The guard glanced up, then did a double-take. He set down his game and his thoughts were awash in curiosity. New here? He was more excited than suspicious, so I decided it was better not to jack him. Maybe his thoughts were being monitored by a hidden boom mic. I didn’t want to set off any alarms before I’d even gotten inside.
Today’s my first day, I linked to him. Is it as bad as I’ve heard?
Worse, probably. Was he trying to scare the newbie? He eyed my tattoo and had a fleeting thought about asking me out for coffee. He pressed his face close to the glass between us. Stick to the west wing.
Why? What’s in the east wing?
The hard-core demens are there, he thought. If you get stuck doing a rotation in there, come back and find me. I’ll make sure you get swapped out.
Thanks. I smiled my fake appreciation and glanced at the gate. What about the north wing? Who do they keep in there?
Oh, you won’t get sent there. He shrugged. That’s only for medical treatment and recovery. Mostly empty.
North wing it was. Anna’s original hack and Hinckley’s swap of my information must have worked, because my ID came back approved. The door clicked its unlock and I hurried toward it.
Hey, maybe we can have coffee after your shift?
I threw a smile back to him. Maybe. If I was lucky, I would be out long before the shift was done. As I stepped over the threshold and through the shield, a slight electric buzz bristled my hair out. I smoothed down my electric hairdo, and the gate swung shut behind me, clicking into place. The orderly ahead of me disappeared into a side entrance to the east wing.
I paused in the parking lot and did a quick scan of the west wing. The guard was telling the truth—not that I expected anything different from a reader. It was filled with orderlies, several doctors huddled in their offices, and almost a hundred demens. Their minds were like a witch’s brew of peppermint-scented thoughts—fear, anxiety, panic—and even the light brush on their minds was disorienting. I pulled back and scanned the east wing. It was more of the same, only worse. Many of the demens there were sedated, but the ones that weren’t had violent,  murderous thoughts. There were more orderlies and locked cells and fewer doctors. I drew back before their thoughts could make my stomach churn.
I scurried down the center of the parking lot, past a fleet of electric carts and a couple of shiny hydro cars, and reached for the north wing where Kestrel probably kept his jacker prisoners, but I was stopped cold by a disruptor field that surrounded the entire building. There was no gate controller in the other wings, and it made sense that he would be secured behind the shield. The trick would be getting in. I searched the perimeter of the shield as much as I could stand without the clamminess overtaking my brain, then pulled back to scan the tunnels that connected the east and west wings to the north wing. I brushed against a mind as hard as a rock in the access tunnel, and jerked back before he was alerted to my presence.
A jacker guard.
And not just any jacker guard. I hadn’t felt a mind barrier that strong since I’d tangled with the jacker guard at the Great Lakes Hospital, back when I was liberating the changelings. If this guy was the same Granite Guard that had nearly choked me to death then, it was a good thing I was armed. There was no way I would get past him otherwise.
The dart gun strapped to my ankle was reassuringly heavy as I approached the main entrance of the east wing. Hovering by the door, I scanned the minds ahead of me. If I was going to take on the guard, I needed access to the tunnel at the far end of the building. Most of the demens rattled in their locked rooms on upper floors, while the main floor held a large grouping of demens together. Some were sedated, others awake but confined to their beds. I slipped through the door and tiptoed up the three marble steps to the interior double glass doors that walled off the ward. A stale stench of sweat and antiseptic filled the air. A large orderly in terrifying pink scrubs like mine waved at me from behind a glass-enclosed nursing station that guarded the ward. I linked into her mind.
What’cha doing there, girlie, standing around like you’ve got nothing to do? she thought. My lord, I swear the people they send me. Get your butt over here, child.
I jacked her to open the door to the demens ward. Her thoughts echoed my command and she buzzed me in. When I opened the door, the smell of antiseptic grew exponentially stronger. I started breathing through my mouth and searched the orderly’s mind, but she didn’t have access to the restricted area at the back of her ward.
No matter. I was pretty sure the jacker guard did.
I crept through the ward, keeping an eye on the demens. I brushed their minds very lightly, trying to not soak up too much of their madness. It caught me off guard when one of the minds I swept was a jacker.
His withered body was strapped to a cot, eyes shut and mind barely conscious, but awake enough to push back. Why was Kestrel keeping jackers sedated in the demens ward? Didn’t he worry about them escaping? I made a mental note to check on him on the way back out, but I had to find Kestrel and get him immobilized before I could worry about coming back for inmates in the demens ward. Still, I slowly checked each mind as I passed by, searching for more jackers hidden among the demens.
I stumbled to a stop when I saw a shock of red hair lying on a pillow. The inmate was younger than the other jacker, maybe mid-twenties, and asleep. His fitful dreams were like any demens’ waking nightmares, filled with needles and voices and nightmarish creatures. I couldn’t tell for sure if he was a jacker, but the resemblance to Molloy was unmistakable: wild red hair, body too large for the cot, meaty hands flopped over the edges.
I jacked him out of his sleep, speeding up his heart, but it took him a long minute to come to. As I probed around in his mind, I found the soft dead spots that were the result of Kestrel’s heinous experiments. The man’s name should be popping up by now, as it did for even the demens, but his thoughts were too jumbled. I wasn’t sure if he knew who he was. The man held tight to a floating image of Molloy, like it was a life raft in the stormy seas of his mind.
That was all the confirmation I needed.
Molloy’s brother was fully awake now, which was still a confused state for him. I ordered him to come with me, and he was as compliant as a dove, offering no resistance whatsoever, in spite of being a jacker. I needed to keep him close—I wasn’t going to take any chance of losing him in whatever craziness would happen when it was time to get out of here.
I stalked toward the back of the ward, Molloy’s brother stumbling behind me. The connecting tunnel was on the second floor, so we climbed the steps and to my surprise, my badge worked to swipe us in. I quickly knelt down, pushed aside the extra fabric of the scrubs, and unstrapped the gun from my ankle. Holding it forward, I pulled open the door. The hall was close to a hundred feet long between the two buildings, and at the far end was Granite Guard. Same military-grade haircut and fatigues, and apparently still doing Kestrel’s dirty work. I knew it would be futile to try to jack in, but I surged against his mind barrier anyway to test his reach. He pushed me away, but his reach wasn’t as far as mine, and at its limits he wasn’t so strong.
He started sprinting toward me.
I aimed my dart gun at him and fired, the pop echoing off the hard walls of the hall, but he kept coming. I let out an exasperated breath and aimed again. He had covered almost a third of the distance between us already, and the intensity of his mind on mine grew.
He also had a gun.
I fired again and twirled behind Molloy’s brother, using him as a bulky and confused shield. The guard cursed, but his footsteps kept coming, so I peeked under the hairy arm in front of me. Suddenly the pressure on my head ceased, and Molloy’s brother knocked me to the ground with his massive arm. Granite Guard was in his head! Rather than trying to fight him in Molloy’s brother’s head, I twisted on the cold tiled floor and fired again. Granite Guard stumbled, the shot went wide, but he fell and slid to a stop. I wasn’t sure which shot had gone in, but I’d used up three darts taking him down and I wasn’t even inside the north wing yet. Molloy’s brother’s shoulders went slack, and he stared at me as if I were a curious bug he had just found lying on the floor.
I got up before he decided to squash me.
The clock was ticking now before someone discovered what had happened. For all I knew, there were security cameras that had already taken in our little scuffle, and more guards with guns were on the way. I snagged the badge off Granite Guy and noticed that the gun lying near his hand wasn’t a dart gun. I hesitated, then picked it up and tucked it in the back of my pants. Jacking Molloy’s brother to follow me, I hurried down the hall toward the north wing.
Granite Guy’s badge granted me access through the checkpoint scanner. As soon as we stepped through the disruptor field, I lightly swept the building, searching for Kestrel. If I had any chance of taking him by surprise, I had to do it fast.
The north wing looked just like the hospital it formerly was. We dashed down a sterile white hall with speckled industrial carpeting while I scanned all three floors. There were patches of disruptor-shielded rooms interspersed with unshielded rooms that held sedated jackers. Several of the orderlies were jackers, but most were regular readers. I couldn’t find anyone who was in charge of the gate at the entrance. Dead center on the bottom floor was a square shielded room that seemed centrally located enough to be a command center.
I found a concrete stairway at the end of the hall and Molloy’s brother’s bare feet padded behind me. On the first floor, I creaked the stairwell door open, dart gun held at the ready. We jogged through the main hallway toward the center of the building. The shielded section had a door with no markings and no one nearby. In fact, we hadn’t seen a soul since we entered the north wing, even though jackers and orderlies filled the rooms and floors around us.
I swiped Granite Guard’s badge, but of course it didn’t work. As I reached to find a jacker guard who might have access, the door swung out fast, clipping me on the chin and sending me reeling into the lumpy chest of Molloy’s brother. He held me up, with an odd look on his face, like he had just woken from a dream and found me there, crumpled against him.
Coming from the door, I saw another flash of red hair.
Molloy!
I tried to jack him and swung the dart gun his way, but he pushed me away from his mind and batted the gun out of my hand. It tumbled down the carpeted hallway. I reached for the gun tucked behind my pants, but Molloy’s brother grabbed my wrist and painfully twisted it, holding the gun high in the air and nearly lifting me off the ground. I tried jacking him to let me go, but Molloy’s presence was firmly in control. Molloy’s brother looked down at me, like a giant teddy bear that was confused why his owner was playing with guns.
Molloy wrenched the gun from my grasp, but his brother didn’t let me go, just left me dangling there. The door swung closed behind Molloy as he studied me with a crooked smile.
“Ah, lassie,” Molloy said. “It’s about time you showed up. Kind of you to save me the trouble of rounding up my brother Liam, as well.”
Molloy was here, in Kestrel’s facility. Jacking his brother Liam to hold me captive. Waiting for me. My body buckled under the weight of a thousand lies.
I wasn’t the bait. I was the prize.






 

Molloy banged on the control room door with the handle of Granite Guard’s gun, while holding my hands behind my back in his other enormous hand. His brother Liam stood limply next to us. The door swung open. I should have completely expected it by now, but my heart still sank.
Kestrel.
I struggled against Molloy’s hold, but he just tightened his grip until I gasped. The pain nearly brought me to my knees.
“Bring her in,” Kestrel said.
Molloy shoved me through the doorway, still clutching my hands. His brother Liam followed, Molloy’s presence in his mind driving him forward and providing a sort of comfort that I would have found heartwarming if Molloy hadn’t just delivered me into Kestrel’s hands. The door clicked behind us. Kestrel crossed the room to sit on the corner of a pale metal desk. I tried to slow my breathing and keep calm. What did Julian say? If you get caught, don’t panic.
I wasn’t panicking, but keeping the anger at Molloy under wraps was more than I could do. “What did you do with Raf?” I wrenched around to throw my accusation into Molloy’s face and shoved into his mind as well. The surge of my thoughts into his summoned up an image of Raf lying on the floor, like a broken doll, his limbs poking into the air. I only saw it for a split second before Molloy pushed me out of his mind, but all the air went out of me with it.
“Easy there, little Kira.” Molloy’s lips curled up into a cruel smile. “Your pet is dead, so you needn’t worry about getting him back now.”
All energy drained out of my body with his words. Raf is dead. A dull roar of protest filled my mind. No!
Molloy was saying something, but not to me. “She’s no doubt still armed, Kestrel.”
“Well, go ahead and pat her down,” Kestrel said with a bored expression, like this was the least of his concerns.
Molloy slid open a drawer on Kestrel’s desk, placed the gun inside, and shut it. His hand was now free to pat me down while keeping a vise grip on my wrists. He found my phone and tossed it on Kestrel’s desk. Molloy’s rough hands kept up their invasive search, nearly toppling me over, but my mind was seized by that image of Raf, crumpled, lifeless. Maybe he wasn’t dead. Maybe Molloy was lying…
All of a sudden, Molloy was lifting the hem of my scrubs up and over my head and dragging my arms up with it. I struggled against him, desperately searching for the thought grenade capsules, but the smooth pink fabric slipped through my fingers. I was left standing in my t-shirt. Kestrel tore his gaze from the screens and raised an eyebrow.
“She has more stashed somewhere,” Molloy said. “I’m sure of it.”
Kestrel nodded and returned to studying the screens. Molloy discovered the patches in my sock, so I kicked him. He growled, yanked my shoe and sock off in one painful scraping motion, and tossed the patches on Kestrel’s desk.
“Come on now,” Molloy said. “Off with the rest.”
My body stiffened. There was no way I was taking off my clothes for Molloy. I eyed the crumpled scrub shirt he still held in his hand, wondering if I could find the capsule and crush it fast enough if I lunged for it. I decided I had to wait for the right moment, so I slowly took off the other sock and shoe. There wasn’t anything in there anyway.
I threw it at him, but he easily caught it. “I’m not stripping for you, praver.”
Kestrel let out a chuckle. “She’s fine the way she is.”
I glanced around the room. It wasn’t so much a control room as Kestrel’s personal office, complete with a beaten-up desk, a rickety metal chair, a stack of scribepads neatly squared with the corner of the desk and a dozen monitors lining the wall. I stared openmouthed at the screens. He had almost certainly watched me the entire way in.
It was an elaborate trap. Too elaborate. I closed my mouth and examined Kestrel. Same cold blue eyes from the last time I saw him handcuffed to his bed post. Same hollowed cheeks that looked like they had been scarred. He ignored me, flicking looks across the screens. Why had he gone to so much trouble to lure me here? Molloy, who was obviously working for him, already had me in his grasp two days ago. At the diner.
He could have taken me then and left Raf alone entirely.
Raf. That image of him dead on the floor reared up in my mind again, and my knees went weak. What was going on? I began to think now was an excellent time to panic. Molloy was looking me over again, as I stood in front of him with bare feet, a t-shirt, and too-long scrub pants. He must have decided I wasn’t hiding anything else, because he walked my scrub shirt and shoes over to a high shelf that held a dead plant and a chipped coffee cup. Kestrel was pretty spare in his decor. His apartment had been the same way, empty of anything personal, no memory films or personal items. It was like the guy didn’t exist outside of his work. I tried not to stare at the scrubs too long, afraid to give myself away. I would have to wait for my chance to get to the capsules.
“She’s all yours,” Molloy said to Kestrel. “I kept my end of the bargain. Time for Liam and me to make our exit.” His hand rested on a dart gun holstered at his side, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he planned to shoot his way out if Kestrel reneged on whatever agreement they had made to bring me in.
“Not yet,” Kestrel said. “Besides, I don’t think you’ll want to miss the show.” He turned to me. “What do you think, Kira? How long will it take your friends to come in after you?”
“What friends?”
Molloy snorted and Kestrel gave me a look like I was being a silly little girl. My face heated up. Molloy knew Julian and all the mages. Knew about all their plans. Of course Molloy had told Kestrel everything.
“Well,” Kestrel said. “I don’t want them to break down the front door, so we might as well let them in.” Kestrel tapped his ear, using some kind of com system. “Drop the disruptor field at the front gate.”
A full minute ticked by with Kestrel and Molloy scanning the screen images of the front gate, the demens wards, and the connecting tunnels. The other screens held images of prisoners in their cells, asleep on cots in sterile white rooms. They didn’t look peaceful, more like simply unconscious. There were hundreds of jackers in the building. What made these prisoners so special? I had more pressing things to worry about at the moment.
Maybe Julian wasn’t coming because he had figured out that it was a trap. If I had been the one to drop the shield, I would have linked to Ava or called on the phone. The phone! It was still sitting on Kestrel’s desk. I quickly jacked into the mindware interface: Molloy had left it on! I pulled up Julian’s number and hastily tried to scrit him a message—just a single word, trap—but the phone had lit up and Molloy quickly snatched it up. While he fumbled to turn it off, I darted behind his back toward the shelf, but he caught my arm and yanked me close, my bare feet dragging across the rough industrial carpeting.
He stared down at me. “Don’t be trying anything, lassie.”
Molloy pocketed my phone, then twirled the desk chair around and shoved me into it, keeping a hand on my shoulder. Had the message gone through? Maybe that would be enough to warn Julian. Kestrel’s gaze never wavered from the screen with the gate. A movement on the screens caught my eye, and a boy with dark hair—Julian—led a crew toward the guard. The gate sprung open as they neared and Julian paused.
I wanted to scream and reflexively reached out, but was stopped by the chill of the field surrounding Kestrel’s office. Julian signaled to the mages behind him, and Ava, Sasha, Hinckley, and Myrtle crept forward, following his lead, right through the gate.
Kestrel tapped the com link again. “No,” he said to whoever was on the other end. “Wait until they’re inside the tunnel.”
No, no, no. Think!
I couldn’t jack Kestrel or Molloy on my own. Maybe I could jack Molloy’s brother, just long enough for a distraction. It might buy me a second of time so I could reach the scrubs and activate the thought grenade.
Whatever I was going to do, it had to be now.
I plunged into Liam’s mind, which churned with confused thoughts even as he was fascinated by all the colors on the screens. Molloy was still there, holding tight onto Liam’s mind. At the same time, I wriggled out from under Molloy’s grasp and lunged up from the chair, past Liam, heading for the shelf. Molloy growled and caught me by the wrist. It was the same wrist that Liam had twisted before, and I let out a yelp that finally drew Kestrel’s attention.
“Hold her still,” Kestrel said to Molloy, then returned his gaze to the screen. Molloy forced me back into the metal chair, his two hands welded to my shoulders and jamming me farther into the seat. I tucked my injured wrist against my chest.
“There will be no more escapes, Kira.” Kestrel’s eyes remained glued to the screens. “No more rescue attempts.” I watched helplessly as Julian and the mages worked their way through the demens ward. “Now that you’ve brought all the most dangerous,” he said and flicked a look to me, “and the most unusually talented jackers to me, there won’t be anyone left to come get you.”
Julian and the mages found the door to the access tunnel that I had left open. I could hardly pull in a breath. Julian examined the inert body of the guard. A smile lit his face when he found the dart sticking out of his chest. My dart. From the gun Julian had given me. He must think I was simply waiting for him.
I was suffocating on the need to scream out. Warn him. Do something.
Kestrel tapped the com link again. “Now.” Orange mist floated down from the ceiling of the connecting tunnel. My shoulders caved further under Molloy’s weight. Ava spotted it first. Her shout—soundless on Kestrel’s monitor—alerted the others. They covered their noses and mouths with their hands, but they were already stumbling. A tear leaked down my cheek as, one by one, the mages fell. Julian was the last. He almost made it to the door, his fingers fumbling adrenaline patches from his pocket, but the gas took him. The patches lay scattered on the floor, and Julian’s hand fell open next to them.
An animal sound rumbled deep in my chest, and I struggled vainly against Molloy’s hold. I twisted around, trying to scratch his face, grab his ears, get hold of anything to make him pay. He held me at arm’s length with a sour look on his face.
“Would have been better if I’d killed you too, lassie.” Molloy’s teeth glistened white when he smiled. “Better for you, in any event.”
“And for her friends,” added Kestrel matter-of-factly. “I haven’t forgotten those three darts you put in me, Kira, even if I can’t remember how you got them there. But I assure you, this is nothing personal. This is much bigger than you. It always has been.”
Kestrel’s voice was closer now. The needle stung as it went in. As the juice clouded my mind, Molloy’s leering face blurred into a patch of white and red. My last thought before the juice pulled me under was about Raf.
I hadn’t been able to save him after all.






 

When I woke up, the familiar orange anesthetic taste of the juice stung the back of my tongue. A sterile white sheet crinkled under me. My room looked identical to the ones on the screens in Kestrel’s office: bare white walls blending into the white tiled floor; the cot standing opposite the thin outline of a handleless door; diffuse light raining down from overhead panels. I swallowed down the dryness that came from the juice and sat up. My wrist couldn’t take any weight, still sore from Molloy and his brother Liam.
I slumped on the edge of the thin cot, tempted to lie down again. I was trapped. Julian and the mages were caught. Molloy had to be long gone by now, having finally gotten his brother in exchange for the rest of us.
I should find a way to break out.
I should try to escape.
All I wanted to do was lie down and wish it all away.
A cloud of anger boiled in my chest. It was my wishful thinking—that I could go home, that Raf and my family would be safe from the likes of Molloy and Kestrel—that had landed me back in Kestrel’s grasp.
And Raf…
Tears stung my throat even more, making me cough and sob at the same time. The image in Molloy’s mind of Raf sprawled on the floor haunted my thoughts. If Molloy was telling the truth, Raf was dead. If not, he would either kill him now or maybe trade him to some praver in Jackertown. Then Raf would live, although I wasn’t sure if that was better or not.
My shoulders caved and my knees slowly tucked up until I tipped sideways on the cot, a tight ball of pain crushing me from the inside out. Tears dripped onto the starched pillowcase and clouded my head, a fog descending on my brain. Maybe I could just slip into it, fade away—
A click sounded from the door. I mentally lunged at whoever was coming through, only to find it was Granite Guard. He easily batted away my juice-hindered mental reach. I rolled up to face him, bracing my bare feet on the floor. Maybe I could make a run for it. I reached through the open door, but it was blocked by the disruptor field, same as the rest of the room.
Kestrel came in with a scribepad in hand and two orderlies in tow. One was tall and thin, his hands twitchy at his sides. The other was carved from the same square-jawed, muscular gene pool as Granite Guard, with no neck and the shoulders of a grizzly bear. Grizzly Man closed the door with a mechanical thunk that I was sure meant it was locked. Not that I had any chance of getting past Kestrel’s entourage anyway.
Kestrel didn’t say a word, just nodded to the other three. The pressure of their minds hit me like a blow and knocked me back on the mattress. I pushed up with my weakened wrist, but I could barely sit up under the onslaught.
The pressure ramped up further. I clutched my head, as if that would ward them off. The intensity kept climbing. I had to stop them before my skull imploded. I launched myself off the cot, running smack into Grizzly Man. I flailed my hands against his chest, but it was like pounding a concrete wall. The pressure grew worse. I crumpled to Grizzly’s feet. A sound keened in the distance, echoing off the bare hard surfaces of the walls. It bounced back to me, inside me, inside my head. Screaming, screaming, I rocked back and forth on the biting cold of the tiled floor.
The pressure cut off like a switch.
I panted against the floor, my mouth dry and buzzing. Stars twirled in front of me. I pushed myself up to sitting, gingerly touching the side of my head and half expecting to see blood on my hand, but it came away clean. Kestrel made a notation on his scribe pad, then he tilted his head toward me, giving a silent order to Granite Guard. I heaved myself off the floor and scrambled back to the cot, but there was nowhere to go. Granite Guard pinned me down while the gangly orderly came at me with a needle. I kicked and twisted, making it difficult for them to find a spot to stick me, but Granite Guard leaned his knee into my stomach, knocking the wind out of me and momentarily holding me still while the needle pierced my skin.
They both quickly backed away.
Whatever they injected into me raged like fire through my veins and boiled off the fog in my head. Blood pounded my ears, and my legs twitched with the need to run. I fought to gasp in enough oxygen to feed whatever was pulsing through my body. They had put some kind of adrenaline in me, like Julian’s patches, but why?
The answer came with another onslaught of pressure. This time, hyped up on the drug, I was able to push back. I forced them slightly back from my head, stepping down the pressure and pain. After a moment, they stopped, and I shoved them back into their own minds. Granite Guy’s head was too hard, and his cousin Grizzly was the same, so I concentrated on the orderly with the relatively weaker mind barrier.
I poured my anger and frustration into jacking him, and his knees buckled.
“Enough,” Kestrel said calmly. He shoved me out of the orderly’s head and back into my own. I scuttled back on my cot. My ragged breathing was the only sound for a moment as Kestrel regarded me.
“I’d like to do a few baseline tests.” Kestrel’s sharp gaze looked like he wanted to pierce my skull to take a peek inside. “It will go much easier if you cooperate.”
No doubt it would be easier on Kestrel if I cooperated. I had no intention of doing any such thing. I just stared back at him. If he came close, I was contemplating biting him. I gagged, not liking that thought very much and feeling way too trapped. I needed to think my way out of this, now that my head was clear of the juice.
Kestrel nodded, as if he could hear my thoughts, and for a short paranoid moment I thought maybe he could.
I seriously needed to pull myself together.
Kestrel tapped his ear. “Pemberly is coming out for trial two.” The door clicked and swung open, and with a wave, Kestrel sent Pemberly out of the room. Another guard was stationed outside the door, his hand resting on the bulky dart gun at his hip. They weren’t taking any chances—even with the door open, the disruptor field was firmly in place. Pemberly walked right through it, and the door swung shut behind him.
Escape looked impossible.
The part of my heart that hadn’t hit bottom yet sank a little further.
Kestrel folded his arms, tucking the scribepad under one. “I’d like you to try to jack into Mr. Harrier’s mind.” He flipped his hand to Granite Guard. “Please try hard.”
I drew up my knees and held them tight to my chest. “Do it yourself, if you’re so interested in what he’s thinking.” Granite Guard looked like he was relishing whatever Kestrel expected me to do. Grizzly stared at me like he expected me to make a sudden move. I wasn’t sure what Kestrel was getting at, anyway. If I could jack into Granite Guy—Harrier, whatever—then I would have already done it.
Kestrel smirked. “You’re one of the few here whose thoughts are truly private, Kira,” he said. “I’m not so much interested in what’s in his head as what’s in yours.”
Well that he wasn’t going to get. I was determined about that if nothing else.
“For now I’d like to simply know the extent of your abilities.” He untucked his scribepad and continued in a clinical tone. “For example, your mind barrier seems exceedingly strong, even harder than Mr. Harrier’s. And yet I seem to be able to push you out of Agent Pemberly’s mind rather easily. So I’m wondering just what is the extent of your jacking strength?”
“I guess that’s going to be a mystery for you.”
A light knock at the door drew Kestrel’s attention. He tapped his ear. “Yes?” He listened for a moment. “Bring her in.” The door swung open. Pemberly had returned, now gripping the arm of a girl. She stumbled as she crossed the threshold, her feet bare and her straggly blond hair hiding her face. Pemberly left her standing in the middle of the room and closed the door behind him. When she looked up, her fine features were shadowed, her eyes sunken and dark.
Ava.
I uncurled and clutched the edge of the cot. What was Kestrel doing?
“Ah, good,” he said. “I see that you recognize her. Now, please. Jack into Miss Trinkle’s mind so we can have a sense of your uninhibited jacking strength.”
“I’m not interested in your games, Kestrel.” I threw my words at him, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Ava. She seemed thinner. How long had I been out? What had Kestrel done to her?
“Mr. Harrier, if you would.”
Ava’s eyes clamped shut, and she fell to her knees in wordless pain.
“Stop it!” My body tensed, ready to fly at all three of them again, even though it would do no good.
“That’s up to you,” Kestrel said. “Are you going to stand by and watch her suffer, Kira? That doesn’t seem to be your personality type. You’re more the kind that pokes your nose into places it doesn’t belong. Surely you’d like to stop the suffering of your friend.”
My hands bunched the thin sheets of the cot, but what choice did I have? I jacked hard into Ava’s mind and found Harrier there. He was digging through her memories, causing the kind of internal pain that comes from mental violation. I grabbed hold of Harrier’s presence and managed to pull him out of the cavern of her memories to wrestle with me full time. Ava tried to help, but she was weak. Her strawberry mind-scent was tinged with orange—was she normally this weak, or was she still under the influence of the juice? I didn’t have time to figure it out; I was too busy trying to get Harrier out of her head.
When I finally moved the solid spot of his presence a little, he fled her mind.
Are you okay? I asked. I’m sorry, I just… I’m sorry.
It’s okay, she thought. I’m okay. But I could tell she wasn’t. I lightly searched for the dull, dead spots that were in Liam’s mind and let out a sigh of relief when I didn’t find any.
Where are the others? I asked. Have you seen them?
No. Her thoughts were fragmented and tired. I backed out slowly, trying not to cause her any more pain.
“About a five or six,” Harrier said impassively, and Kestrel made a note on his scribepad. The desire to make them pay for what they were doing was a hot fire in my chest. How much of this pointless pain and suffering had they already inflicted on innocent jackers like Ava? But there was no way I could jack Kestrel or Harrier, much less Grizzly, standing by like a Roman centurion. Even hyped up on Kestrel’s drug, I could barely take on Pemberly.
Which was almost certainly why they were all here: to test me, but keep me safely caged.
I smothered the fire threatening to flare up and consume me so I could think. There had to be a flaw in their system. I needed more information.
“So, did you get tired of torturing children, Kestrel?” Ice dripped from my voice. “Graduated to twenty-year-olds? How civilized of you.”
He didn’t even look up from his scribepad and silently consulted with Harrier, who took Ava by the arm and steered her toward the door.
Kestrel held a finger to his ear. “Harrier and patient 603 are coming out.” They seemed to have an elaborate checking system. The room was almost certainly monitored, like the other patients’ rooms had been. Was the person on Kestrel’s com link watching us to make sure everything was going according to plan? Or was Kestrel talking to the guard outside the room?
The door swung open and Harrier led Ava out. I wanted to link back into Ava’s mind and find out if there was anything she knew that could help, but she was already through the disruptor field in the doorway, clutching her stomach as she went. I hoped against hope that they would leave her alone now that they had done their test.
“Ready for trial three,” Kestrel spoke to the com, then finally looked at me. “I suspect, based on what I know of your previous escapes, that your reach extends beyond most jackers’. Is that true?”
I just stared at him. My previous escapes. How much did Kestrel know about me? I had to be careful not to tip my hand. It might be my only advantage.
He tapped his com link again, this time holding my stare. “You may proceed.”
My heart stuttered.
To me he said, “There’s a changeling somewhere in the building. He’s receiving painful electrical shocks from Mr. Pemberly, carefully tuned to his jacker mind. I suggest you find him.”
My mouth fell open. What kind of sick game was Kestrel playing? “I won’t do it.”
“The shocks will continue until you do. I’m in no hurry.”
I didn’t for a second doubt that Kestrel would do as he promised and probably make it worse if I delayed. I clenched my fists and mentally pushed out. Sure enough the disruptor field was down. I quickly brushed through the hundreds of minds in the hospital, searching for the changeling. I found Pemberly intent on administering the shocks. He wasn’t expecting me, so I easily knocked him out.
I linked into the mind of the changeling. Are you okay? He was so disoriented by the jacker-tuned shocks that I had to pull out of his mind for fear of getting trapped in the swirling electrical field. I roamed the building, searching for Ava or Julian or the other mages. Kestrel must have them locked behind disruptor-field-reinforced rooms like mine, because I couldn’t find any of them.
“Pemberly!” Kestrel’s voice made me start. “Control, this is Kestrel. Shield!” Suddenly the disruptor field sliced through my mental reach, like a knife had cut through part of my brain. I gasped with the pain of it, my hands holding my head. The agony of having my thoughts chopped in half made me double over. I staggered back to the cot, catching myself before I fell. I reached to the door. It was sealed with the mindwave-disruptor field again.
When I finally shook my head clear, Kestrel’s face was on fire with an excitement that made me shrink back. “I see. You can jack at that distance. Very interesting.”
He scribbled furiously on his scribepad. Kestrel had only told me to find the changeling. He must have expected me to link a thought to Pemberly to tell him to stop. It didn’t occur to him that I could stop the experiment, which was at least a couple of hundred feet away, by knocking Pemberly out. But how could I keep from revealing what I could do, when he was torturing people in front of me?
My fists curled up. The only one who was getting any information here was Kestrel and I needed to change that. What was Kestrel really after? Was he trying to create a legion of super jackers, like I thought? Thanks to me, he now had the mages and a wide range of DNA samples to choose from. So why the heinous experiments?
“Look,” I said. “Why don’t you just take our DNA and let us go?”
Kestrel frowned slightly and seemed to consider something, then said, “I’ve had your DNA from the beginning, Kira. I do appreciate you bringing the others in, though. That will certainly speed things up.”
“Speed up what things?” Kestrel ignored me and went back to his scribepad.
Did having the mages’ DNA speed up his quest to create super jackers? Or had I simply delivered more subjects for his experiments to discover a medical way to destroy us all? Was he trying to damage parts of our brains with his serums or was that just a side effect? He said he wanted to see what I could do. A baseline test, he said, before whatever serums he had planned for me.
I pressed my back against the smooth wall behind the cot. The chill from the wall and the situation seeped into me. Whatever Kestrel had planned, there was no way he would ever let us go. He’d use us up in his experiments and then we’d waste away in the demens ward. I searched for something I could use to bargain my way out, but I was locked in his cell with no leverage whatsoever. He already had my DNA. He had me. What else could he want?
Then I realized he had already told me: he wanted inside my head.
“You want to know what I can do?” I asked. Kestrel looked up, mildly interested. “I’ll tell you everything I can do, how it all works, why you can’t get into my head. That is, if you want to know.” I would make up stuff if I had to. The trick would be getting Kestrel to believe me. “I’ll do whatever little demonstrations you want to prove it, but then you need to let us go—all of us.”
He laughed a little. “You’re far too useful at this point to release.” He had that clinical tone again. “You were too old for the experiments before, but now that my research has advanced, you and your friends are the perfect test subjects. You may not like it.” A cruel smile twisted up his lips. “But like I said before—if you cooperate, things will be much easier.”
Easier. He meant easier on me. Easier on the changelings or Ava or whoever was the other party to his experiment. The chill settled into my stomach and made it seize up.
Kestrel nodded to Grizzly, who produced a syringe filled with a clear serum. He came toward me slowly, gauging whether I would put up a fight.
I wanted to.
Every part of me screamed out to fight him.
But I didn’t.
I hardly felt the pain of the needle.
“Very good.” Kestrel checked his scribepad one last time, then turned to the door. Grizzly went out first and Kestrel paused at the threshold. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back later to see if it worked.” The door clicked shut behind him.
Whatever Kestrel had injected in me coursed painlessly through my veins, probably heading straight for my brain to do its damage there. I didn’t feel a thing.
I was completely numb, inside and out.






 

Time crawled by.
I forced down the morning delivery of flavorless oatmeal from Pemberly. At least I thought it was morning. Oatmeal seemed like it should come in the morning. When I returned to my cot, an indentation the shape of my body remained pressed into it.
The lights in my cell never dimmed and the air never stirred, always warm enough to not be cold. I wasn’t sure if time was ticking by in days or weeks. I spent most of it curled up on the cot. Kestrel came and went. Sometimes there were more injections. Sometimes it was just tests. Mostly there were long stretches when nothing happened.
That was when I probed around in my own mind, wondering what Kestrel’s injections were doing to me. Searching for dead spots. Would I be able to sense them? As time dragged on, I became more and more certain that I wouldn’t get out of Kestrel’s torment room except to head to the demens ward, to slowly become addled like Liam. How long had Liam been under Kestrel’s care? He hadn’t been at the camp, that much I was sure of. He would never have lasted, and Molloy would have found him.
Molloy. Part of me clung to the idea that he had traded Raf, rather than killed him. I wanted to believe it. Except then my mind drifted to the horrible things that would happen to Raf as a slave to jackers, and I hoped that Molloy had actually killed him instead.
Then my brain shut down, because I couldn’t keep that thought without going insane.
I should have slipped away after I escaped the camp, like Simon wanted. Stayed far from everyone I loved and survived as a jacker hidden among the readers. That was the only way any of this could have turned out okay.
But I wasn’t strong enough to do that.
At least with me locked up in Kestrel’s facility, my family was relatively safe. Molloy had no reason to go after them, not with his revenge already exacted on me. He would dispose of Raf’s body and go on his way.
I rolled over and faced the wall. My body ached from being on one side too long. My mind didn’t feel different, but I decided there was no way for me to know if it was spotted with dead zones. Maybe they were already there.
The door clicked open, but I didn’t bother to move. The scuffle of feet on the linoleum told me there were three of them. There were usually three—Kestrel, one of the strong jackers like Harrier or Grizzly, and an orderly or agent like Pemberly. Hard-soled shoes tapped the floor. Those belonged to Kestrel. I kept my eyes shut, wondering if there was any point in resisting this time. Most times I didn’t. They came and went so quickly it was better to get it over with. Sometimes I did, when I couldn’t stand it anymore and anger climbed out of the deep well of my despair. Those times were worse, lasted longer, and were usually more painful for everyone.
Kestrel was right about that—it was easier on me if I cooperated.
“Kira?” Kestrel’s voice was quiet. Did he think I was sleeping, just because my eyes were closed and I was ignoring him?
“Kira’s not home right now,” I said, mustering my best gallows humor. I opened my eyes to stare at the wall. “Please check back later.”
“I’d like to test your strength today,” he said stiffly.
I took a deep breath and rolled over. This time he’d brought a changeling along to be the object of my “strength” testing. I eased my body up to sitting and stretched. Were the aches from my voluntary bed rest or were Kestrel’s chemicals wasting away my body? I supposed it didn’t matter.
“I thought you gave up testing changelings.” The sarcasm was weak this time. I just didn’t have it in me, staring at the dull look in the changeling’s eyes. He was maybe fourteen and looked like he’d been through a lot more of Kestrel’s tests than I had. If there was any justice in the world, Kestrel would suffer a long and painful death. At that moment, I would gladly be the person to make that happen.
Kestrel nodded to Pemberly, his freaky little assistant, who obliged him by jacking into the changeling’s mind. The boy winced, but bore whatever was going on in his head with an infinite amount of patience. Like a dog that’s been beaten so many times he doesn’t even pull away anymore. My hatred for Kestrel stirred, rising up from the depths and hurling me off the cot. I ran straight at Pemberly, shoving him hard and fast. My weight and speed weren’t much, but it was enough to surprise him and he stumbled backward. At the same time, I jacked into the changeling’s mind and found Pemberly inflicting imaginary stomach pain. I flung him out.
Pemberly immediately pushed back in and wrestled with me in the changeling’s mind. I took a threatening step toward Pemberly, fists raised, but Harrier caught hold of my arm. I tried to push Pemberly out again, but I was weaker than I had been in our countless previous sessions. I couldn’t move him at all.
I struggled against Harrier’s grip and he let me go. At the same time, Pemberly fled the changeling’s mind. Air gasped out of me. My head swam. I pulled back to my own mind.
I was weak. Weaker. I could feel it.
A full-body shudder shook me. I stumbled backward and grabbed the cot to sit back down. The injections were finally finding their mark. I tried not to let the panic show on my face, even though Kestrel wasn’t looking at me. He and Pemberly were having a wordless conversation while Kestrel wrote on his scribepad.
They left in a scuffle of feet, just like they had come, taking the changeling with them.
I flopped down on the cot, my stomach threatening to hurl up the oatmeal. I thought I could rescue changelings like the boy with the dull eyes. I thought I could finally stop Kestrel. Instead, I was trapped playing Kestrel’s games, while he slowly worked his way into my head. Bit by bit, with serums and tests, he was getting inside me. He couldn’t jack in—yet—but it was only a matter of time before he would find a way to crack open my head.
My mind fled that thought and landed on the first time I woke up in one of Kestrel’s cells. That was when I discovered I could reach inside my own mind. It was by chance, as I was desperately trying to escape Kestrel and his no-win options of going to the camp or sending jackers there. I found I could speed up my own heart rate to fight off the juice.
Maybe I could do the opposite too.
Was it possible to slow my heart until my mind turned dark and empty, like Simon’s when he died? His mind had hollowed out at the end, empty except for echoes of my thoughts searching for his. Somehow I didn’t think it would work—I would just drive myself unconscious. Maybe I could make my heart stop all at once. By the time I passed out, maybe I would already be dead. Could I do it? Was that the only way out of Kestrel’s trap?
I curled up on the cot, facing away from the door and reaching inside my mind. My body quivered even though I hadn’t done anything yet. I gingerly probed inside my head, suddenly scared of breaking something. Just thinking about what I could do to my own mind sent a part of me howling in protest, like a crazed fiend banging around in my brain. But I didn’t want to be Kestrel’s guinea pig any more. I wanted to stop him before it got to the point where I no longer could. Maybe I couldn’t rescue anyone, not even myself. Maybe I couldn’t stop him from experimenting on other jackers. But I could stop him from using me.
I pulled out of the exploration of my head, took a shaky breath, and ran my hands along my face, scrubbing some feeling back into it. Could I do this? I stared at the wet streaks along my palms. I hadn’t even realized the tears were leaking out. I blinked and the synth tattoo on my wrist seemed to jump through the blurriness of my vision, as if the red lines of the Celtic knot were alive and the two pieces of the heart were reaching for each other with their tangled strings. Somewhere, Raf’s tattoo was the same—two halves, reaching for each other. I touched the lines on my skin, drawing them closer together.
All the running, all the hiding, all the changing of our names, my hair, my looks. All of it was my attempt to keep the people I loved safe from the danger I had brought into their lives: the haters who vented their fear with bricks through our front window; the jackers who attacked us in Gurnee; Molloy, the clan leader who delivered me back to Kestrel for revenge. All my attempts to hide, to be someone else, to keep everyone safe, and Raf still ended up in Molloy’s hands. The changelings were still in prison, and now the mages were too. All of it… for nothing.
Kestrel had won.
If I slowed my heartbeat down until my mind emptied… that was just another way to hide.
Another way to let Kestrel win.
As long as I was alive, as long as my mind was intact, there was the possibility of getting out and finding Raf—even if it was only to bring his body home to his family. I might never get out of Kestrel’s cell. I might end up wasting away like Liam in the demens ward. But I would fight Kestrel every step of the way, with everything I had, until I had no fight left in me.
I wouldn’t let him win by giving up.
The door swished open behind me. I frowned at the wall. It was unusual for Kestrel to return so soon.
“Kira!” That voice. It didn’t belong to Kestrel. I rolled over fast. Kestrel and Harrier flanked a new jacker prisoner.
Julian.






 

“Kira, sweetheart, thank God you’re all right!” Julian crossed the six feet between the door and my cot in two long strides.
Sweetheart?
Before I could say anything, Julian went down on one knee, took my face in his hands, and kissed me. It was over before I could react. His hands slid around my back and he crushed me in a hug, his cheek pressed to mine.
“Kira, darling,” he said. “I was so worried about you.”
I had no idea what Julian was up to. I tried to play along by patting his back, but my arms were trapped in his embrace. His lips hovered near my ear and breathed a whisper across it. “Link with me, keeper.”
What? I reflexively stiffened and tried to pull away, but he just held me tighter. My body twitched as I slowly reached for his mind. Instead of being gripped by an unfathomable horror, I was enveloped in an amazing sense of belonging. Of being loved. It was a warm bath of happiness that filled me with light.
And suddenly I realized that I loved Julian.
I closed my eyes and bunched his shirt in my fingers, pulling him closer. I had always loved him, from the first moment I saw him, waking me up on the couch with that gentle touch. I knew down to my core that he loved me too, and his love was all that I needed to live and breathe and exist. It completed me in a way I hadn’t even known I was missing.
I love you, Julian. I twisted in his arms to plant kisses on his cheek and tried to wiggle out of his grasp so that I could reach his lips.
He gripped me so hard that his hands dug into my back. I’m sorry, Julian’s thoughts said. I’m sorry, Kira, I didn’t know. His words didn’t make any sense to me. What could he be sorry for? He was wonderful and perfect and—
The blissful feeling of being in his arms dialed down, and my own rational thoughts fought through the haze. How could I possibly love Julian? He was the demens revolutionary who had dragged me into this mess with Kestrel. My shoulders hunched up as a chill ran down my back. Was Julian in my head? What was he doing to me?
Kira, I’m so sorry, Julian’s thoughts cut through mine. I didn’t know the effect would be so strong, but we only have a few moments. Whatever Kestrel asks of you, just do it, okay? Play along. I have a plan.
Julian pulled back, opening a narrow space between us. I forced my eyes open, but had a hard time focusing. He looked down at my t-shirt. They took your scrubs, didn’t they?
I blinked, my mind befuddled by whatever Julian had done. Handled me. I recognized it in my mind, but my instincts still told me that Julian loved me. That I had let him down by not keeping hold of the thought grenades. I’m sorry.
I tried Julian, but I couldn’t reach the tablets…
It’s okay. He gently took my hand and pressed it over his heart.
Something hard underneath his shirt poked into my palm. Something small that didn’t belong there. The third thought grenade!
It took everything I had not to show the recognition on my face.
Just play along, Julian thought again.
“That’s enough, Mr. Navarro.” Kestrel’s voice cut through our thoughts and Harrier grabbed Julian’s arm, yanking him up from the floor. My hands clutched at Julian to keep him in my arms, but his slick shirt slipped through my fingers. That false feeling of transcendent love had faded, but the whisper of it still tugged my mind and seemed to control my body.
Was that what Julian wanted? For me to act like we were lovers?
Harrier wrenched Julian away and mentally slammed me back into my own head. Kestrel took a step back and nodded to Harrier.
Julian’s striking blue eyes captured me in a way that wouldn’t let me go. “Everything’s going to be all right, sweetheart.”
Hearing Julian call me sweetheart caused an emotional vertigo that had me bracing myself on the edge of the cot. The feeling of overwhelming love surged up again and crashed into the rational part of me that knew it was only a lie he had told Kestrel. Was that how Julian managed to get to my cell? Kestrel was just the type to use that information against us in his twisted experiments.
Harrier focused on Julian, making him drop to his knees, eyes squeezed shut.
“Stop!” My hands flung out, the reflex still strong and sudden inside me.
“By all means, please do try.” Kestrel barely looked up from his scribepad.
I closed my eyes and plunged into Julian’s mind, expecting to find Harrier tormenting him deep inside, but instead I was enveloped in that bath of happiness again. It surprised me how much I craved it, how I soaked it up into every corner of my mind. Only there wasn’t enough of it. The bath had turned lukewarm, the kind that gives you the chills even though it still has warmth. The disappointment was like a hole in my chest. Beyond the lack of fake instant-love, Julian’s head was strangely empty of thoughts as well. Harrier chased a sim at the edges of Julian’s mind.
While he’s distracted, we have to talk quickly. Julian’s thoughts echoed, as if being projected in from the outside. I had to open my eyes again to check. On the outside Julian was writhing in a false picture of torment. On the inside, Harrier believed he was actually inflicting pain. But Julian’s thoughts were as calm as a mirrored lake.
How do you do that? I asked, then remembered I was supposed to be wrestling with Harrier. I closed my eyes again. Watching Julian curl in pain while I mindtalked to him made me dizzy. Does Harrier think I’m in here?
He’s busy, Julian thought. I’ll explain later. As soon as Kestrel is done, he’ll open the door to leave. Before he can get past the disruptor field, I’ll crush the thought grenade.
That will knock everyone out, including you. What am I supposed to do then?
Do you still have the adrenaline patches?
No.
Can you find some?
Molloy had confiscated the patches stashed in my sock. I would have to jack someone to find the adrenaline-like drug that Kestrel used on me before.
Yes. One way or another. I prayed my jacking strength would be enough to get the job done.
Then get it and come back for me, Julian thought. We’ll get out of here together.
Julian gasped out loud and my eyes popped open. Harrier had a smirk on his face, as if he had just won our wrestling match. The false pain that etched Julian’s face had lessened, as if his internal torment was mostly over.
I had to wrench myself out of Julian’s head. Part of me didn’t want to leave that pool of joy in his mind. A shudder shook me when I was finally free of that feeling. Whatever Julian had done to me—handled me—it left a creepy hangover that made for a confusing cocktail of love and hate. I would sort it out with him later.
“She’s weaker,” Harrier told Kestrel. “Probably a four or five now.”
I scowled at them both, not sure if that was the proper reaction, but they weren’t paying attention to me anyway. Julian had his hands on his knees, panting and concentrating on the floor, as if trying to recover. The love reflex surged again, making me crave another link into Julian’s mind to ask if he was okay.
Kestrel looked up from his scribepad and studied me for a moment. Maybe deciding whether he wanted to put me through more tests with Julian. He nodded to Harrier, who hauled Julian up from the floor. Julian made a show of wincing, but didn’t fight Harrier.
It seemed like I should protest. “Wait!” All three looked at me. Julian kept his face neutral. “Can’t you just… leave him here for a while?”
“He needs to rest,” Kestrel said coldly. “For the next round of tests. Don’t worry, I’ll bring him back when I need to test your limits again.” He tapped his ear. “Patient 607 is coming out with Harrier.” When the door lock clicked, Kestrel held the door and Harrier jostled Julian toward the threshold. Julian coughed. He bent over, coughed again, and then slammed his fist to his chest.
Nausea rippled from my stomach up to my throat, making me curl over, but Kestrel, Julian, and Harrier dropped like stones. I grabbed the cot to keep my balance and then shuffled to the bodies sprawled on the floor. Harrier had landed on Julian, crushing him under his bulk. An urgent feeling welled up and begged me to push Harrier off and check that Julian was all right, but my rational thoughts beat back the lingering love-concern. The clock was ticking before we were discovered, and I needed to get the adrenaline to revive him.
My hair bristled as I passed through the disruptor shield. Another jacker orderly lay in the hallway. The thought grenade blast must have reached through the disruptor shield. I snagged the orderly’s dart gun and hastily tugged his passring off his hand. The ring spun on my finger, so I closed my fist and passed it by the electronic lock on my door. It clicked.
Excellent.
A cluster of shield-protected rooms surrounded mine, limiting my reach, but shields didn’t matter if I had the passring. These cells must hold the mages or other special prisoners of Kestrel’s. Maybe I should let the mages out first? But Julian had told me to get the adrenaline first. I wavered. Which was the rational thought and which was the residual love-handling? I clenched the passring tighter, uncertain of what my own mind was telling me.
Footsteps echoed off the walls, coming my way from down the hall. The shielded rooms stopped me from reaching whoever was coming, so I pressed flat against the wall. A strange buzzing feeling crept along my back as shield energy bled out from the wall and raised the hair on my neck. I leaned slightly away from the wall. Maybe my Impenetrable Mind wouldn’t be as affected by the shield, but now wasn’t the time to test it.
An orderly skittered around the corner. As soon as he was in my line of sight, I jacked into his head. He was a reader, so I made him stand still while I searched his mind. He didn’t have any wake-up meds, but he knew where they were kept—downstairs in the main medical treatment room, which was also the control room that monitored the cells. It was next door to Kestrel’s office, protected by the shielding there.
Going all the way to the first floor by myself, with Julian lying prone, seemed like a really bad idea. Maybe I couldn’t trust my instincts anymore, but I didn’t have time to think it through. Getting help seemed like a rational choice. I unlocked the nearest room with a wave of the passring and pushed open the door. A girl with long, blond hair was curled in a ball on her cot, tall but wafer thin.
“Hey!” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “Ava? Is that you?” When she didn’t move, I jacked into her head. The thought grenade had knocked her out, and her mind still swirled with the electrical vortex it had induced. I tried to wake her, but I couldn’t stay in her head without getting caught in the sparking mental storm. I pulled out and searched for something to prop the door open, but there was nothing.
I reluctantly closed the door again. How far had the effects of the bomb reached? Not far enough to knock out the downstairs guard, but far enough to reach the inmates nearby. I needed adrenaline shots now. And a lot of it, depending on how many prisoners had been affected.
I jogged toward the frozen reader guard, gaining distance from my room and the center of the bomb blast. The passkey worked on the last shield-protected room in the hall. Inside was a dark-haired girl doing pushups in her hospital gown. The sleeves bunched up on her muscular shoulders, and the gown pooled on the floor beneath her. She paused, put a knee down, and lunged at me with her mind. It wasn’t the greatest pressure I’d ever felt, but it wasn’t soft either.
“Hey! I’m a friend.” I pushed her away, and recognition dawned on her face.
“Oh! Kira! Of course.” She tucked her legs and sprang up from the floor.
I backed into the hall as she dashed toward me. How did she recognize me so fast? She stuck her head straight through the disruptor field in the doorway without slowing down, glancing quickly up and down the corridor. She nodded in satisfaction at the guard standing nearby, staring at his shoes.
“Well done.” Our faces were now close, her blue eyes piercing mine. “Is my brother with you?”
Of course. I should have recognized Anna from the fake hospital ID Julian showed me.
“Yes, but I need to find some adrenaline to revive him. And I’m pretty sure they know what’s happened.” We were running the same plan that Anna had originally hatched, so she should know what I meant.
“Right,” she said. “Wait, don’t you have it with you?” She glanced down at my bare feet, frowning as she saw there were no shoes or socks. Then she took in my appearance a little more slowly. “What happened to you?”
I must look worse than I thought. I certainly hadn’t been doing pushups in my cell for the last however many weeks that Anna had been imprisoned here, being experimented on.
My face ran hot. “Things didn’t exactly go according to the plan.” Which was the understatement of the year, but time was a demon breathing hot down my neck. “Ava is in the room across from mine. She was knocked out by the grenade. I don’t know how many of the others are conscious. We need a bunch of adrenaline doses. This guy,” I said and tilted my head to the inert guard, “seems to think the drug lockup is downstairs.”
She examined my hand with the passring. “Is that how you got into my room?”
I nodded.
“Give it to me. The gun too.” She jutted her chin to the guard, who also had a passring and a holstered dart gun. “Take the guard’s passring and gun with you. I’ll check on the others and keep watch until you get back. You find some doses and bring them as fast as you can.” She said this like she expected no protest from me, as if she was used to giving orders and having them immediately obeyed. All along I had thought Julian was the one in charge.
But I wasn’t going to question it.
I handed over the passring and gun. The guard’s fingers were skinny so his passring fit a little better as I fumbled to slip it on. Gripping the guard’s dart gun, I dashed around the corner to get free from the shielded corridor. I skimmed the surrounding hallways and spied a stairwell a split second before I heard feet clanging up the metal stairs and felt a mental surge slamming against my head. I took cover behind the corner, careful not to touch the wall, and jacked the reader guard to amble over. Then I leveled my gun at the stairwell door.
“Anna!” I whispered loudly over my shoulder. “There’s more coming!” She was unlocking doors along the hall. The stairwell door was yanked open, and I pulled back again, out of sight. Anna had disappeared into one of the shielded rooms. At the end of the hall, orange mist curled out of my room, the door still propped open by Kestrel’s body.
They were gassing the rooms.
If Anna was inside a room, she might have gotten caught in the mist.
I tried to quiet my hyped-up breathing. The footfalls had gone silent. I hadn’t seen anything but dart guns since landing in Kestrel’s cell, but Harrier had a real gun when he was guarding the tunnel. It was possible that whoever was around the corner would have guns with real bullets, too. I wrapped my fingers tighter on the gun. What I needed was a clear shot, without getting shot myself. I jacked the reader guard to charge around the corner. As soon as he was in their line of sight, two jacker guards plunged into his mind, wrestling with me for control of his body.
Which was just the distraction I needed.
I let them shove me out of the reader’s mind, then peeked out and fired my dart gun, quickly jerking back behind the protection of the wall. A shot popped the air and something whooshed past me to clatter on the floor down the hall. So they had dart guns, and from my quick look around the corner, I knew the guards were Grizzly and Pemberly. That made two against one and Grizzly was a much stronger jacker, plus they were armed.
Time to run.
I dashed toward my room as fast as my bare feet would carry me. Another shot whooshed past me. I dodged the fallen guard outside my door, kept running, and flung myself around the corner at the end of the hallway. Out of the shielded corridor now, I reached out as I sprinted down the hall. Just one reader guard pounded up a nearby stairwell, desperately checking his dart gun to see if it was loaded. I froze him and searched his mind while I used my passring on the stairwell door. The controller in the shielded medical area next to Kestrel’s office had put the compound in full-scale lockdown and had gassed the tunnels between buildings as well as the cells. Apparently, he also controlled the perimeter shields and the gate.
The shielded control room was definitely where I needed to go. I knocked out the guard and swept the first floor before I reached the bottom of the steps. All the guards were either knocked out, hidden behind shielded rooms, or hot on my tail, like Pemberly and Grizzly. I dashed through the maze of the first floor, working my way to Kestrel’s shielded office by feel.
I swiped the passring by Kestrel’s door and said a silent prayer of thanks when it worked. Locking the door behind me, I quickly scanned his office. His desk was bare except for a scribepad, but the shelf still held my scrubs and shoes from when Molloy had stashed them there! My heart raced as I ran across the room. I tugged on my shoes and snatched my scrubs off the shelf, gently fingering the cloth of the scrubs until I found the thought grenades. With these, I could take down Grizzly and Pemberly and anyone else that I couldn’t jack my way through to get the adrenaline. A thrill pumped through me until I realized I would have to stick my head out the door to see if Grizzly and Pemberly were nearby, which would only give them a chance to shoot me.
If the thought grenades were still here, maybe Kestrel had forgotten about the adrenaline patches as well. I tugged open the top thin, metal drawer of his desk, thinking he might have stuffed them inside, and jerked my hand back when I saw a gun there, black and shiny. Then I remembered Molloy had put Harrier’s gun there when he was frisking me. I picked up the gun, and it weighed heavy and cold in my hand. I tucked it into the back of my pants, but I was still missing the adrenaline doses that I really needed.
Kestrel’s screens caught my eye, lit with scenes around the facility, including shots of the access tunnels, both tinged with mist, and one of the ground-floor entrance. One showed my cell, where Kestrel, Harrier, and Julian lay in a swirling orange-tinged mist. Half a dozen other cells held sleeping jackers, including one with Anna sprawled on the floor in Ava’s room. Her arm stretched toward the door, like she had been trying to get out.
There were no shots of the hallway outside Kestrel’s door, or the rest of the shielded area, which held the medical facility and the central control room. How many people did they have inside that area? I could tell by feel that it was about five times the size of Kestrel’s office. If the thought grenade could reach through the disruptor field, it might be able to reach everyone in the control room. I could knock them out before they knew what hit them.
But I needed to get rid of Grizzly and Pemberly first, before they got me.
I scurried to the door of Kestrel’s office, fingering the thought grenade with one hand and holding the dart gun in the other. I flung open the door, keeping my head safely in the room and propping the door with my foot. A shout came from down the hall, followed by running footsteps. My heart climbed higher in my chest with each banging step that brought them closer. When they were nearly on me, I crushed the thought grenade in my hand.
Nothing happened.
I slammed the thought grenade against the frame of the door. Once, twice… on the third hit, something connected and at the same moment, Grizzly reached me, closing one giant hand on my arm, the other on my throat. The grenade sent a wave of nausea through me and Grizzly’s hand reflexively squeezed my throat. I choked and tore free of his grasp as I tumbled to the floor on top of him.
Once down, he didn’t move. Pemberly had landed facedown, five steps behind him.
I climbed over Grizzly, dragging the scrubs and dart gun along. The trembling in my hands made it tricky to find the second thought grenade. Finally, I curled my fist around it. I needed to make sure I had a good strong strike the next time. That had been too close.
Had the thought grenade already reached into the control room? Had I given myself away by only blasting half the room? I lumbered down the hall until I was as close as I could get to the center of the shielded area. At the far end was a door, and just as I was thinking about trying it, a guard flung it open. He was surprised to see me, but quickly reached for his gun. Before he could pull it from the holster, I smashed the thought grenade against the wall with all my might.
This time the nausea brought me to my knees, and I almost threw up on the industrial carpet. I had to gulp several breaths of air before I could look up. The guard was down, sprawled in the doorway.
Propping it open.
I staggered to my feet and stumbled to the door, holding my stomach so it would keep its contents. I peeked inside, dart gun at the ready, in case anyone was still up. An orderly stood in the middle of the room, next to a gurney, staring at the fallen bodies all around him.
I hastily shot at him with the dart gun. I managed to hit him, in spite of my hand shaking like an earthquake had struck. He fell on top of the two doctors in scrubs who were already heaped on the floor. They lay next to a gurney with a prisoner strapped to it. Behind a glass wall in back, a bank of computers lined the wall. A guard was slumped over what must be the control center.
I stood in the doorway for a long moment, afraid one of them would pop up again like a zombie, but they were all completely still. I crept in like I was stealing into a graveyard and then tiptoe-ran to the prisoner on the gurney.
It was Sasha.






 

Sasha lay unconscious on the gurney. He must have been caught in the pulse from the thought grenade like the rest of the jackers in the medical room. I knew better than to jack into Sasha’s head in that state, so I tried to shake him awake, which was stupid, then I searched around for the wake-up meds. I stared at the shiny cabinets of medical supplies. I had no idea what I was doing.
I floundered, then I realized the orderly—the only guy left standing during the thought grenade blast—must have been a reader.
And I’d shot him full of juice.
I sighed and jacked into his head, bringing him slowly awake. He groggily peered up from where he had fallen, then jolted when he saw the doctors’ bodies he had landed on. He winced while I searched his mind for the information I needed. I didn’t care. He was one of the monsters doing heaven knew what to Sasha and the rest of us.
Thankfully, he was a medical orderly, not just a goon for Kestrel, and knew how to prepare the adrenaline doses. I jacked him to get a dose for Sasha out of the locked medical cabinet in the corner. While he lurched up from the floor to obey my command, I counted the rest of the bodies: three doctors on the floor, the command controller behind the glass, the guard at the door, and two other jacker guards slumped in chairs, probably waiting to take Sasha back to his cell. What were the doctors doing to Sasha? I thought it was bad with the tests in my room, but at least I hadn’t been taken to this medical torment chamber with trays of serums and gleaming metal cabinets.
When the orderly had the syringe ready, I injected it into Sasha and jacked the orderly to prepare doses for the other mages. Then I hurried to the control room to find a way to open the gate. I jacked into the control panel mindware and found the switch for the shield just as an urgent message came in from the guard at the gate, the one who had warned me away from the east wing. His thoughts scrolled across the heads-up mindware display, asking if the patient breakout had been contained and saying he had sent for backup.
Just what I needed.
I mentally flicked the switch to drop the gate shield, but my reach was still blocked by the shielded control room, so I hunted for that too. Once the control room shield was down, I reached out of the building, across the parking lot, all the way to the front gate. I could knock out the guard, but the damage had already been done. Did he know we were jackers, not just demens breaking out? It would make a huge difference if he had sent for the local police or the FBI. I probed his mind—he didn’t know anything about jackers, but he had a special number to call, a failsafe in case of a lockdown.
Kestrel would have made sure it was an FBI jacker containment unit.
I knocked out the guard and quickly swept the rest of the facility—the staff were in a full-blown state of panic, trying to contain the demens who were working up to a riot. That should keep them occupied while we made a run for the gate. I jacked back into the controller mindware, searching for the gate release. We would need it open to have any hope of getting out before the backup help arrived. I found it, gave it a nudge to spring open the gate, and hurried back to Sasha’s side.
Red splotches mottled his face, and his eyes were unfocused. “C’mon.” I tugged him up to sitting and he didn’t fight me. “We need to go.”
Sasha worked his mouth, but nothing came out. Probably the juice had parched his throat. Then he croaked, “Traitor!” and shoved me away and fell off the gurney. I tried to catch him, but he thunked hard on the floor, which seemed to stun him, but also helped to wake him up. He batted at my hands trying to help him, so I stepped back and commanded the orderly to get him up.
“Molloy is the traitor, not me,” I said slowly, but I could tell he didn’t believe me. My fists curled up. “Look, I don’t have time to explain everything. Julian is passed out upstairs. We need to go help him. Are you coming with me or not?”
Sasha clung to the edge of the gurney and blinked several times, like he was still fuzzed out from the thought grenade.
“Julian,” he wheezed.
“Yes, Julian,” I said, my fists unclenching. “He sent me to get the adrenaline for him and the rest of the mages so we can get everyone out.” The orderly had only filled about ten doses of adrenaline, which would have to do, because that was all we had time for.
Finally Sasha nodded. As he lumbered toward the door, he said, “Ava? Is she—” He coughed and clutched the doorjamb.
“Ava’s upstairs too.” I handed him my dart gun. He looked surprised, but took it. “And Anna. There’s a whole block of rooms where Kestrel’s keeping the mages.”
I held Harrier’s gun in front of me, leading the way down the hall. The orderly trailed behind us, bumbling to hold on to all ten syringes. I urged Sasha to go faster up the stairs while I reached out to scan the rest of the building. There were a lot of sedated jackers in their cells, and I only had ten doses. Even stopping to unlock the doors would delay us in getting back to Julian and the mages, and I didn’t know how much time we had.
My chest pulled tight. That meant leaving most of the inmates behind, including the changelings. Again.
I gripped the handle of the gun tighter and resolved that we would at least stop Kestrel. Without him in charge, maybe the others could escape. Or at least the experiments would stop. Sasha hobbled up the stairs, as if his legs weren’t working right, and he was climbing on sheer force of will. The lingering effects of the thought grenade must have been more severe than I thought.
It was slow going, but we finally reached the second floor and the shielded rooms where the mages were kept. The orange scent of the gas tainted the air, but it wasn’t too thick. I tucked the gun back in my pants and took most of the syringe doses out of the orderly’s hands, leaving him with one. I jacked him to head straight for Julian.
Sasha braced his hands on his knees, gasping for breath, his face red.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Yes.” He straightened and leaned a hand against the wall, then drew it back a moment later when the buzz of the shield rippled through it. A thud sounded from the end of the hall, followed by a clinking, skittering noise. The orderly had reached my cell only to be overcome by the gas.
I huffed out a breath. “Look,” I said to Sasha. “The adrenaline should protect you from the effects of the gas, at least temporarily. Go get Julian out of that cell. I’ll get the rest up and out of theirs. Then you need to do your scribing thing on Kestrel. We don’t have much time. Reinforcements are on the way.” I handed him another dose. “In case you need an extra one for Julian.” Or Kestrel, I added in my head. I wasn’t sure if Kestrel had to be awake for the scribing.
Sasha nodded and stumbled down the hall. I waved the passring across the scanner for the cell next to Anna’s, took a deep breath of orange-tinged air, and shoved open the door. I figured I could dash in and out, but as soon as I stepped into the room, the gas burned my eyes. Holding my breath, I sprinted to the form lying on the cot and quickly shoved up the sleeve of his gown. As the injection was going in, I realized I didn’t know him. Maybe I should have saved the doses for the mages, but it was too late now. He thrashed on the bed as he swam up out of unconsciousness. I tried to wrestle him up from the cot, but I was running out of air, so I sucked in a gas-filled breath and reached inside my mind to speed up my heart rate. The gas was already making me dizzy and my heart pounding harder only made it worse. My stomach heaved; I threw up on the cot. I grabbed the edge to keep upright, trying not to drop the handful of adrenaline doses or breathe in any more gas. I didn’t have time to be sick. Wiping my mouth on an unsoiled edge of a blanket, I grabbed the boy’s arm and hauled him up to sitting.
If it took this long to get every jacker awake, I was in serious trouble. I dragged him to standing and braced my shoulder under his. Fortunately, he was a skinny kid like me and didn’t weigh too much. We hobbled to the door.
Once we were in the hall, I closed the door, trapping the gas inside the room. I took several gasping breaths and sprinted to the next cell. I scanned the passring and tore inside. As soon as I reached the cot, I recognized Hinckley. I found a bare spot on his arm and injected him. He thrashed around, and I took a step back. He was over six feet tall. There was no way I could wrestle him up off the cot, much less out the door.
As I stood there, trying not to breathe, the boy I had just awoken stumbled to my side. Together we hoisted Hinckley up from the bunk and dragged him half-conscious out of the room. I gave four of the remaining doses to the boy, whose name I still didn’t know, and kept two for myself. I unlocked the next four doors as I hurried down the hall to Ava’s room.
Sasha had managed to revive Julian and the two of them were dragging Kestrel from my room so they could close the door. The gas in the hall had built up enough that a wisp of orange floated across the dart gun that Sasha had left lying on the floor.
Julian caught my eye and bit his lip. “Thanks for coming back for me, keeper.”
He definitely had some explaining to do about handling me, but now was not the time. “I’ve jumped the front gate open and gotten the shield down,” I said. “The whole place is on lockdown and there are reinforcements on the way. I don’t think we have much time.” My breath was unsteady with a strange wheezing sound rumbling in my chest. Julian didn’t look much better, red-faced from the adrenaline and clenching his fists like he wanted to hit something. But he nodded.
I tilted my head toward the still-closed door to Ava’s room. “Ava’s in here, and Anna as well.” His eyes widened. I handed a dose to him. “I’ll need your help getting them out.”
He took it and waited at the ready. I panted, sucking air in and out quickly, to get as much of the gas out of my system as possible before I plunged into Ava’s gas-filled room. I shoved open the door and lurched inside, holding my breath, with Julian close behind. I nearly stepped on Anna, sprawled on the floor with orange mist curling over her. I hopped over her prone body and injected my final dose into Ava on the cot. I didn’t wait until she woke up, just hooked my arms under her shoulders and dragged her across the floor. Julian was doing the same, pulling Anna from the room. Sasha immediately took Ava from my arms and cradled her on the floor. She wasn’t moving—probably still recovering from the thought grenade, or possibly the dose of gas had put her under deep, both of which would be a problem. I pulled the door closed behind us, but we really needed to get everyone up and mobile. Julian was gently shaking Anna, who was already blinking awake.
I looked between Sasha and Ava and the inert form of Kestrel lying on the floor. “Did you do it?” I asked Sasha. “Did you scribe him?” I pointed at Kestrel. Sasha tore his gaze from Ava, unconscious in his arms, and the creases around his eyes made my heart sink. “Did you?” I demanded, leaning my face closer to his.
“I—” Sasha swallowed, his voice raspy. “I can’t. His mind is still… jumbled. And so is mine.” He meant the thought grenade. Both of them had been subjected to it.
“You have to try!”
“I did!” Sasha pulled Ava’s head close to his chest, as if protecting her. “I told you, I can’t do it.”
I took a step back and stumbled into Kestrel’s body. I righted myself and resisted the urge to kick him. “We can’t just leave him here. There has to be a way.” I turned to Julian. “We could revive him, give him one of the doses. That way Sasha can scribe him.”
Julian darted a look to Sasha, but he shook his head.
“Even if we used a dose on him,” Sasha said, his voice gaining strength. “I couldn’t scribe him now. Julian, I can barely see straight. We’ll have to do it later.”
“Later?” My voice screeched, panic clawing my throat. “There may not be a later. We may get caught before we can get out of here.” I pulled the gun from the back of my pants. I checked it again. It was the kind with bullets, the kind that killed.
Julian was on his feet, his voice cool. “What are you doing, keeper?”
I knew Sasha was telling the truth. He might not like me, might think I had betrayed him, but he had no reason not to scribe Kestrel. If Sasha could, he would eliminate any trace of the monster that had tormented him, me, Julian, and so many other people. If we didn’t stop Kestrel, he would keep doing his experiments. He would never stop.
Never.
I pointed the gun at Kestrel. “We have to stop him.” I wasn’t sure who I was talking to now. My hand shook so badly that I stepped closer to Kestrel, afraid I might miss, even though he was motionless on the floor.
Kestrel was a monster. If I didn’t kill him, he would keep doing horrible, terrible things. I should pull the trigger and stop him forever. But with him lying on the floor, a blank look on his face, my mind recoiled from that thought. If I shot him, it would be an execution. Plain and simple.
My hand trembled so violently, I thought it might make the gun go off by itself. Maybe it would be fate that killed him, not me. Julian’s hand stole over mine, gently pulling the gun down so that it was pointed at the floor.
“You’re not a killer, Kira,” he said softly. “Let us take care of this.”
I peered up at his face, now close to mine. “We have to stop him, Julian.” But my voice was choked. Because he was right. I couldn’t kill him. Not like this. Not in cold blood.
“I know we do.” Julian’s voice was rough, but his hands were gentle as he took the gun from my hand. “But you shouldn’t be the one to do it.”
He leveled the gun at Kestrel. His hand was steady, but the muscles in his jaw flexed.
“Wait,” a voice said from behind us. It was Anna. “Let’s take him with us, Julian. He could be useful to us after Sasha is able to scribe him.”
Julian didn’t move an inch. “Are you sure, Anna?” The gun still pointed at Kestrel’s head.
Anna scrambled to her feet. “I am sure that you’re no more a killer than she is, Julian.”
Julian still didn’t move. Hinckley stumbled up to us with the boy I had revived and four other jackers: Myrtle, a girl who was barely a changeling, and two others who were older like Hinckley. They stared at Julian, his gun still trained on Kestrel, watching to see what would happen. Hinckley stepped over to Anna, taking a position to her right. He looked ready to spring into action with a word from her.
Anna turned her head and looked up at Hinckley’s face, which was red from the effects of the adrenaline. “Do you have an extra dose of adrenaline?” He grimaced and shook his head.
“I have one.” Sasha handed it up to her.
The idea of waking Kestrel up made my stomach heave again. There were enough of us, in various states of alertness, that maybe we could keep him under control. Myrtle could probably take him on her own, if she wasn’t still recovering from the gas. But Kestrel ought to be reeling from the effects of the thought grenade too. It should be possible to control him.
Anna took the dose and scooped the dart gun off the floor. Kneeling down by Kestrel, she pressed the gun deep in his stomach with one hand and injected him with the adrenaline with the other. Only then did Julian lower the gun. He kept it in his hand, pointed at the floor. Emotions warred across his face. I don’t think he liked the idea of waking up Kestrel any more than I did.
Kestrel grunted as the adrenaline coursed through his system. It took a moment, but he finally opened his eyes and tried to focus on Anna’s face looming above him.
“I just saved your life, Kestrel,” Anna said coolly. “But if you give me a reason to regret it, I’ll happily put a bullet in you.”






 

Kestrel stumbled behind me as our group marched through the lobby and out the main entrance of the building. Julian kept pace with me, leading with the gun. Anna poked a dart gun into Kestrel’s side and Myrtle kept a wrinkled hand on his shoulder. The two older jackers we had rescued followed right behind Kestrel. Sasha trailed them, carrying Ava, which was definitely slowing us down. Hinckley and the two younger jackers brought up the rear. Our minds were a multi-headed hydra, hyped up on adrenaline and reaching in all directions.
I made continuous sweeps of the buildings, afraid I had missed a lurking guard. The low morning sun lit up the west wing, where the reader staff had calmed the demens somewhat, but the lockdown had them all in a state of confusion. In the east wing, one armed jacker guarded the rear access tunnel and another kept the staff and demens under control. How many long-term jacker prisoners were trapped in the east wing, mixed in with the demens, either gassed or addled like Liam? Letting loose the entire wing of the demens, in hopes of freeing the jackers, had some serious appeal, but we needed to focus on getting ourselves out first.
A long minute stretched as we crept along the parking lot between the trio of buildings, a brigade of jackers with one prisoner. Kestrel kept his head down, but the redness in his face showed the adrenaline had found its mark. Anna and Myrtle had trapped him inside his own head with a mental grip in addition to the gun Anna had thrust into his side. If Sasha—who had been awake the longest after the thought grenade—had diminished jacking ability, and Ava was still knocked out from it, I hoped that meant that Kestrel was at reduced strength, even if he was awake and mobile. I was sure he was waiting for the right moment to run. He had to know that this wouldn’t turn out well for him. I trusted Myrtle and Anna to keep Kestrel under control while I kept a lookout, sweeping the buildings and beyond.
As we neared the front gate, I reached through and checked the street. A few demens roamed the abandoned apartment buildings, but the street and surrounding buildings were clear of jackers as far as I could reach. Then a squeal of tires reached my ears, and two cars carrying four FBI agents slid into my range.
Jacker agents. They shoved me out of their heads the moment I brushed them.
“Julian!” I grabbed his arm, bringing our whole entourage to a stop. He had heard it too. “Four agents, all armed.”
He cast a look over his shoulder. “Myrtle! We’re going to have to jack our way out.” The gate stood open, a narrow gap showing a sliver of the street outside the compound. Julian and Myrtle sprinted to the opening, and the whole group shuffled after them. The cars screeched to a stop, not thirty feet outside the gate.
I reached to the agents, trying to jack them or at least keep them distracted. The other inmates pressed on their minds as well. There were eleven of us, but Ava was unconscious and Sasha was in no shape to jack. Which meant Julian probably wasn’t recovered enough to handle either. But he had the gun, and Myrtle was the strongest. With her, the agents were outnumbered, eight jackers to their four. It should be enough.
The agents couldn’t even manage to leave their cars as they waged a mental battle with us. We continued to creep forward. A scuffle behind me drew my attention. Anna lay on the pavement and Kestrel was running back to the east wing.
“Julian!” I cried out.
Julian left Myrtle at the gate. Hinckley knelt by Anna and pulled a dart from her side. He threw it away with a growl of frustration. Kestrel must have grabbed the gun from her in the confusion of the agents arriving.
Julian thrust his gun into my hand. “Take Hinckley with you,” he said. “And stop him, keeper. Do whatever you have to, but don’t let him get away.”
I ran, grabbing Hinckley’s arm as I dashed past. Hinckley hesitated, like he didn’t want to leave Anna’s side, then heaved up from the ground and sprinted with me toward the east wing. Kestrel was already inside. I reached forward to jack into his head, and in his weakened state, I got in for a moment before he pushed me back out. Without Myrtle to keep him contained, he was strong—too strong. The adrenaline shot must have given him more strength than I thought, or he had recovered a lot faster from the thought grenade than Julian and Sasha. Then again, Kestrel hadn’t been the subject of experiments for days on end.
I slammed my fist against the door to the east wing and rushed inside after Kestrel. A tall nurse came from nowhere and tackled me, pinning me to the floor. The jacker orderly controlled her mind. I wrestled with him mentally while struggling physically against the nurse’s rough hands holding me down. A half second later, Hinckley shoved the nurse off me and pushed the jacker out of her mind. I scrambled up from the floor and searched for the two jackers in the building. One was still guarding the access tunnel, but the other was behind the glass partition that housed the demens, providing cover for Kestrel as he fled to the back of the ward.
Hinckley’s hands danced in front of him. The demens on the other side of the glass rose up from their cots, all at once, stumbling and bumbling in a mass of confusion. The jacker orderly was swallowed by the chaos. I brushed through the demens minds, trying to find Kestrel, but the dizziness of their thoughts made me tip sideways. I braced against the wall and kept searching.
I had no idea how Hinckley could do it without going a little crazy himself.
I finally locked onto Kestrel, who was threading his way through the jumble of demens. Hinckley’s dancing hands reached for him, but it wasn’t as strong as a full jack. Turning heads and motivating people to amble around was different than jacking Kestrel to stop him from escaping out the back door. Kestrel had to know that the tunnel was gassed, so he must be going for a different exit.
I should have killed Kestrel when I had the chance.
I banged through the glass double doors and fought my way through the mass of demens, but I couldn’t get a clean shot with all the dancing demens between us. I jacked into Kestrel’s head, but he threw me out again. He stopped at the rear door and pointed something at me.
The dart gun.
I dashed behind a large patient in front of me. The dart stuck in the chest of another demens behind me, and he collapsed to the floor. Then the patient who was acting as my shield dropped facedown onto the cot next to us.
I ducked down, hiding out of Kestrel’s line of sight. Then all the random motion of the demens around me ceased. I popped up, but I couldn’t see Kestrel through the forest of stock-still figures. I pushed through two demens standing in the center aisle and elbowed another aside until I had a clear shot of Kestrel at the door. I aimed the gun at Kestrel, and just as I fired, he ducked through it. The crack of the shot pierced my ears, and the recoil of the gun jerked my arm back, but I could see that I had missed. Dust puffed from a bullet hole in the door. I ran after Kestrel, reaching back to tell Hinckley to follow me, only to find him passed out, pumped full of juice from Kestrel’s dart. And the jacker orderly was working his way through the demens toward Hinckley with a syringe. Hinckley was already unconscious, so whatever was in the syringe couldn’t be good.
I stood frozen, uncertain.
I couldn’t lose Kestrel. The mere thought of it made me want to scream for not being strong enough to kill him when he lay helpless at my feet. But if I didn’t act fast, the orderly would inject Hinckley with whatever was in the syringe. And if I went after Kestrel by myself, when he had the dart gun and another jacker outside the access tunnel to help him, I’d just end up back in one of Kestrel’s cells.
I growled as I spun back to Hinckley and jacked three of the demens to charge the orderly, choking down the sour taste that their minds surged up. The jacker orderly was so focused on Hinckley that he never saw the demens coming. They piled on top of him, and he wrestled with me in their minds, but that was enough distraction for one of the demens to grab the syringe and inject it into the orderly. His eyes flew wide, and his mind filled with horror. For his sake, I hoped it was only tranquilizer.
Thankfully, Hinckley still had the adrenaline pumping through his system, and it wasn’t too difficult to jack him awake. We needed to get back to the gate and make sure Julian wasn’t losing the fight there. Otherwise we’d all end up back in Kestrel’s cells. Hinckley struggled up from the floor, and I guided him as we stumbled back out of the east wing.
The fight still raged at the front gate. Julian stood tensed at the edge with Anna lying at his feet. His fists were at the ready, prepared to punch his way out of the facility or possibly defend Anna from whoever might come through the gate. I reached out to the agents beyond. One had succumbed to the collective pressure of the mages’ minds, turning on his partner and shooting him in the leg. The two agents that still had control of their minds had him pinned to the ground, while the injured one was passed out cold.
When we reached Julian, I could hardly say the words, they were so bitter in my mouth. “I lost him,” I said. “I tried to… I had to get Hinckley out of there.”
Julian nodded sharply, not looking my way, his attention on the gate and the agents beyond. Hinckley pushed me away to stand on his own and joined me in reaching for the remaining agents. Together, we were the tipping point of pressure on their minds, and they both collapsed under the collective mental strength of the mages.
Our motley crew—an unconscious Anna over Hinckley’s shoulder, Sasha still carrying Ava, Julian and Myrtle leading the other four inmates—stumbled out the gate. We shoved all four agents out of the way and climbed in their cars.
Eleven mages, two cars.
It would have to do.






 

We abandoned the agents’ cars near the facility. Julian hailed a couple of autocabs, which had even less room than the FBI cars, but getting autocabs so close to Jackertown wasn’t easy, and we didn’t have time to hang around waiting for more. Decrepit brownstones blurred brown and gray past the window. My eyes didn’t even try to track them.
I lost Kestrel. I lost my chance. I could have had revenge for the long list of horrors he had already committed. Simon’s death. The experiments. The camp. And I could have prevented more. Now he would go right back to tormenting the changelings I had been forced to leave behind again.
I pressed my cheek against the cold flexiglass. He was a monster. Why wasn’t I strong enough to stop him? My chest caved into the emptiness inside me. I couldn’t pull the trigger when Kestrel was lying helpless at my feet, but I had no problem shooting when he was fleeing out the door. What difference did it make? Kestrel wouldn’t have hesitated. If our positions had been reversed, he would have executed me without blinking. Maybe I had avoided becoming a monster like him by just a hair. But was that really more important than stopping Kestrel?
I had no answers. The emptiness grew and threatened to pull me in.
Anna shifted in the seat next to me, her arm falling against Julian in the command seat. Hinckley crammed in the back with Sasha, who still cradled Ava in his arms. I wanted to worry about her, but the emptiness inside me wouldn’t allow it.
The glass grew warm with my cheek and the summer day. The overnight drizzle hadn’t burned off, and stubborn drops of water clung to the outside of the flexiglass. As I stared, the drops slowly joined together and ribboned down the window.
Now that we had escaped Kestrel’s facility, the reality of finding Raf hit me. I clung to the sliver of hope that he was still alive—that Molloy had lied to me and hadn’t killed him after all—but the most likely outcome of a search for Raf would be finding his body. Or worse, seeing what the pravers had done to him before he died. Part of me wanted to take the autocab when the mages were done with it and set an autopath to a rocky beach a thousand miles away where I could sit and watch the waves beating on the shore. Go as far as the unos would take me and not look back. Pretend that I hadn’t failed to kill the monster that had tormented countless jackers. Pretend that I hadn’t failed to free the changelings. Pretend that I hadn’t failed to keep Raf alive.
Anna twitched again, her muscular arm brushing mine in the tight space. She was already rousing from the dart’s sedative. She was so strong, and I was weak. Tired. Empty. If I had spent a long stretch of time in Kestrel’s facility like her, I would probably be dead. I had been ready to give up after just one week. Someone like Anna would never give up. She would keep looking until she found Raf. She would bring the body back to his parents, saying she was sorry her love for their son had gotten him killed. Sorry she couldn’t stay away from him long enough to keep him alive. Take the slap across her face that she deserved. My mind fled from that image, sinking into the black hole that was growing inside me, consuming me from the inside out.
I wasn’t like Anna. I couldn’t do it.
I was so mired in my thoughts that it surprised me when we pulled up to the mages’ headquarters. I almost didn’t get out, but I dragged myself from the front seat so Anna wouldn’t have to climb over me. I followed the crew inside, stumbling over the threshold into the cavernous building. I had to find Raf, but I could barely think straight, much less figure out where to start. The couch beckoned, and I sank deep into it, drawing up my knees and locking my arms around them. A shudder threatened to shake me into pieces.
Sasha shuffled past me, taking Ava to the racks in the middle of their converted factory. Julian joined Anna at the kitchen table where she was talking to the others, including Hinckley, who stood at attention by her side. She was probably debriefing, already back in command as if she hadn’t just woken up from a dart.
I should have been thinking of a way to find Raf, but instead I clamped my legs tighter to my chest, trying to keep all the pieces together. The mages bustled about, making their plans, whatever they were. I leaned my head against the back of the couch and closed my eyes. Minutes ticked by, and bit by bit, my body released the tension that was holding me together. Right as I thought sleep might take me, a weight pressed on the couch next to me, causing it to shift. I held still. Maybe whoever it was would go away. When they didn’t, I drew in a breath and forced my eyes open.
“Are you all right, keeper?” Julian said it gently, as if speaking too loud might shatter the tight space I had drawn around me. He propped his arm on the back of the couch and scanned me like he expected to find a wound or maybe a dart sticking out.
“Yeah,” I said, but it sounded like a lie. It was a lie. I slowly uncurled, and the cool air of the warehouse wafted away the warmth built up in my cocoon. Anna and the others were still discussing plans at the kitchen table and ignoring us. Julian had changed into all black clothes, looking more revolutionary now and less boardroom ready. Sasha and Ava were nowhere to be seen. “How’s Ava?”
A brilliant smile flashed like lightning across Julian’s face, then was gone just as fast. “She’s resting in her bunk. Between the thought grenade and the gas, she was hard hit. She’ll be fine, but it will be a while before she fully recovers.”
“That’s good. That she’ll get better, I mean.” I rubbed my forehead. My brain was still fogged, but I knew I needed help to find Raf—I had almost no chance on my own in Jackertown. If Molloy had traded Raf, that was where I would have to start. Would any of the mages be willing to help me search for a lost reader—especially one who was likely already dead? Was there something I could bargain with to get them to help? My brain couldn’t sort it out. I wondered if the thought grenade did more than make me nauseous. Julian had taken the full brunt of the grenade, and he seemed fine.
“I need to find Raf,” I said to Julian, “but I don’t know where to start. It’s like my head’s stuffed with cotton.”
“You’re just tired.” Julian peered at me. “I’ll help you find him, keeper. You don’t have to be alone in this. Not anymore.”
Relief washed through me, and a bit of the fog lifted. It was very mesh of him to help.
I managed a small grateful smile. “Thanks.” He smiled back, and that instinctual thing tugged at me again. It made me want to lean closer to him. Maybe something had gone wrong when he handled me, and a residual side effect was muddling my brain.
“What did you do to me?” I asked. “Back in my cell, when I linked into your mind? What did you do?”
Julian dropped his gaze and picked at lint on the couch. His face darkened and my eyebrows hiked up. Was he blushing?
“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he said. “I’m sorry. I needed to talk to you and since I couldn’t link into your head—”
“You wanted me to link into yours. Got it. But…” I still didn’t understand. “One time I jack into your mind, and it’s nothing but a horror sim. The next time, I fall in love with you. What is that all about?”
The disgust in my voice made Julian wince. “It’s a reflex,” he said, still not looking at me. “Like a defense mechanism. When someone tries to jack me, they get nothing but an overwhelming urge to run away. I don’t know why it works that way, but it does. Like I said before, I don’t jack like you do. My ability is more… instinctual. I can link thoughts, but not much more. I’m actually just a linker.” A weak laugh escaped him, and he finally looked at me. “Normally, if I have to communicate without words, I can link in. If someone needs to link into my mind, I can try to control the effect that they experience. Reverse the response. But it takes a lot of effort. Usually I simply reflect the thoughts they want to hear, like I did with Harrier. With you…” He stared over the back of the couch at the distant machinery that was standing silent and unused. His voice was flat. “I needed to tell you the plan and we only had a short time. I thought if I triggered the mating instinct, you wouldn’t blow my cover story to get Kestrel to let me into your room. I didn’t think…” He turned back to me. “I swear I didn’t know the effect would be so strong. You were only linked in, Kira. Normally, I would have to handle someone to create such a strong result.”
“Normally?” I cocked my head to one side.
“Not normally with that particular instinct.” He rubbed his temples with both hands. “With any instinct. I’ve never… I don’t often have people linking into my mind. I underestimated the impact it would have. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, all right.” Was the urge to forgive him left over from when he messed with my head? I didn’t care for that idea at all. “Just don’t ever do that again,” I said, but the way he twitched made me feel bad for saying it. Maybe. Or perhaps it was that instinctual thing again.
“I won’t be able to.” He met my gaze. “Now that you know all my secrets, I’m sure you’ll never come near my mind again.”
“Secrets?” said Anna with a frown. While we were locked in our discussion, she had drifted over from the table. “I hope you mean your secret fondness for explosives and not something a little more…” She glanced at me. “Strategic.”
Julian rose up from the couch to face her. Nearly eye to eye, I could see how identical they were. Both dark haired, although Anna’s straight black hair hung neatly to her shoulders while Julian’s was perpetually mussed, like he’d just gotten out of bed. The angles in their cheeks were both hidden by softness, but Julian’s face seemed darker. Or perhaps he was blushing again.
“We’re trying to plan our next step with Kestrel,” Anna said. “Perhaps you’d like to join us?” Her tone said he was negligent in his duties, taking time to check on me. It rubbed me the wrong way, but I didn’t say anything. I wanted Julian’s help to find Raf, but it seemed like Anna was the one in charge. Could she order him not to?
“We can trust Kira,” he said.
“So you keep saying.” She peered down at me. “Still, things didn’t exactly go according to plan, did they, Kira?”
Julian’s jaw worked. “I told you—the plan failed because Molloy betrayed us.” He turned to me. “I figured Molloy set us up as soon as I woke up in Kestrel’s cell. I would have come for you sooner, keeper, but the juice Kestrel used was dampening my handling ability.”
“You would have come for her sooner?” Anna’s voice hiked up, but she didn’t seem offended that he came for me instead of her. More like she was shocked he would make such a bad strategic move.
All expression fled Julian’s face. “Kestrel had her for less time. I thought she might be stronger, better able to withstand the effects of the grenade.”
How could anyone think I was stronger than Anna? Maybe he was embarrassed to tell her how he had handled me.
Anna didn’t seem convinced either, and her shock morphed into concern. “You also thought we could trust Molloy.”
“I had no reason to doubt him,” Julian said, sounding defensive now. “His every instinct, as far as I could tell, was protective of his brother Liam. Your disappearance wasn’t a coincidence, Anna. I think Molloy arranged it, to bring Kira in. He was bent on having her on the team and forced her hand by holding her reader hostage.” He turned to me again. “I would never have sent you in there if I thought it was a trap. You do know that, don’t you, keeper?”
“Sure.” I believed Julian, but Anna seemed to think his judgment had taken a vacation.
“Kira was a prisoner like we were,” Julian continued. “And she helped us escape.”
“She also lost Kestrel, the main target of the mission.”
I was trying not to interfere, but I couldn’t let that stand. “As I recall…” I rose up from the couch to stand next to Anna. She was a good three inches taller than me. “It was your job to guard Kestrel.” Anna’s eyes widened, like she couldn’t quite believe my impertinence. Julian shot me a look like I wasn’t helping. I gave him a What? shrug. It was the truth.
“He recovered more quickly than I expected,” said Anna, the same intense eyes as Julian’s boring down into mine. “You were the one with the gun. Twice. And yet Kestrel still lives. I’m thinking that you didn’t want to kill him that badly after all.”
“You let him live the first time,” I countered.
She raised an eyebrow. “I thought he might be more useful to us alive.”
“Well, if I was a better shot, Kestrel would be dead.” I folded my arms. “I could have let that orderly inject Hinckley with whatever he had in his syringe so I could get a second shot. But I figured it was more important to save Hinckley than to go after Kestrel. What would you have done?”
Anna regarded me for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “I would have made the same choice.” Her shoulders relaxed a little, and she turned to Julian, who was watching us with wide eyes. “However, that means we’re no further ahead than we were before.” Her voice lapsed into command mode. “Kestrel is still in control, and the changelings and other jackers are still being held in his facility. Except now we have inside knowledge of the facility’s security systems. We should strike again, before they have a chance to regroup.”
“It’s too risky to attack now,” Julian said.
“We need to act soon, before they can move the prisoners again,” Anna said. “We should hit them hard while they’re down. Now is the perfect time. They wouldn’t expect it.”
“Or the place could be crawling with Feds,” he said.
She planted her fists on her hips. “I’m not going to leave them there, Julian.”
“Of course not.” Julian’s back stiffened. “But some of our strongest mages are still recovering. Sasha’s unable to scribe and he won’t leave Ava’s side while she’s out. You know Sasha is key to any plan involving Kestrel.” He put a hand on Anna’s shoulder. “I know you want your vengeance, Anna—”
She smacked it away. “I want to complete the mission!”
“I know.” Julian put his hands up but didn’t seem to take any offense. In fact, he softened his tone even more. “But we have surveillance set up. If they start to move the prisoners, we can mobilize a rescue team and go after them. Much has happened since you were taken, Anna. The crews and clans are coming together—they’re beginning to trust us. The mage cells have coordinated sentries at the outskirts of Jackertown in case Vellus decides to conduct another raid, and the clans are seeing the strength of working together. When we show them we’ve brought some of their fellow jackers home, they will see it even more. A rescue team is a perfect chance to bring people together, but we need time to recover and plan.”
The fire left Anna’s eyes during Julian’s speech. Was he handling her? He said he could, even though she was a keeper, but he also said he never would—because she was his sister, I supposed. She pressed a fist to her lips, tapping lightly. It reminded me of Julian and how he templed his fingers and tapped his lips when he was thinking.
She dropped her hand. “Okay. We’ll wait. But we’ll start planning right away.” She raised an eyebrow in my direction. “Are you up for another shot at Kestrel?”
“I have to find my boyfriend first.” I glanced at Julian. “And I could use some help.”
“Hinckley told me about your reader friend,” Anna said. “That’s an unfortunate business, but it’s not our concern.” Her voice turned formal. “While I do appreciate your help in getting out of Kestrel’s facility, the hundreds of jackers still stuck in there are more important than one wayward reader.”
I flexed my hands and tried to keep the bite out of my voice. “The only reason Raf’s life is in danger is because Molloy wanted to bring the mages to Kestrel.” I swept a hand out, gesturing at the mages clustered around the kitchen table. “Kestrel wanted all of you, all of us, for whatever his plans were, and he used Molloy to bring us in. Raf did nothing but get caught in the crossfire. I saved Hinckley because that was the right thing to do. Finding Raf is the right thing to do. I’m going after Molloy, and I’m going to keep looking until I find Raf. Are you going to help me or not?”
Anna’s eyebrows had hiked up to the top of her forehead. “I don’t think—”
“Anna,” Julian stopped her with a low voice. “Molloy betrayed us—all of us. He is responsible for the failure of the mission. I want to pay him back for that. And,” he glanced at me, “I made a promise.”
“A promise?” Anna drew back, then looked me over like she was doing a threat assessment. Finally, she gave Julian an exasperated look. “I wish you would stop doing that.”
“No,” he said with a small smile. “You don’t.”
She rubbed her face with both hands and took a deep breath. “Fine! What do you need to find Molloy?” she asked Julian.
“Just some time,” he said. “And possibly Sasha’s help.”
“Don’t take too long.” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “As soon as everyone is recovered, I want us ready to go.”
He smiled, but she refused to smile back and ignored me completely, turning on her heel and stalking back to the kitchen table. Hinckley watched her return with crossed arms, his frown matching hers.
Julian leaned close and said softly, “She’s not so bad once you get to know her.”
“I’m just glad she’s letting you help me,” I said. “I don’t even know where to start looking for Raf.”
“There was never any doubt about me helping you, keeper,” Julian said with a smile. “I’ve already been on the short comms. No one’s seen anyone who meets your friend’s description.”
My shoulders sagged.
“That’s better news than you might think.”
“It’s just… Molloy told me he killed him.” The words choked me. “I saw Raf’s body in his mind. If Molloy didn’t kill him before, he’s had more than enough time to do it by now.”
“Just because Molloy’s gotten what he wants,” Julian said gently, “doesn’t necessarily mean that your friend is dead.”
“You mean Molloy might have traded him.” I wanted to believe it, and saying it out loud made a tentative thrill of hope twirl up inside me.
“Maybe. Or Molloy could have set him loose in Jackertown,” Julian said. “If he did, it’s likely someone would have seen him. Jackertown’s not that big of a community. Maybe Molloy went back to the family, asking for ransom, or sent a contractor to do it. If so, it’s been long enough that the ransom would have been paid and your friend could be safely back home.”
The twirl of hope burst into a gush of possibility. I hadn’t thought of ransom. That happened—not as often as Vellus claimed or readers feared, but it did happen. Raf could be sitting at home, right now, worrying about me.
“Julian…” I couldn’t breathe.
“I know,” he said. “You need to go home. At once. And find out.”






 

The autocab rolled to a stop in front of the skinny suburban homes that surrounded my family’s rental house. The early afternoon glare made me squint. I had already swept the neighborhood, but Julian was scanning the area like he thought jackers might jump out of the bushes.
“If Molloy’s got wind that you’ve escaped,” Julian said, “he might come here instead.”
I wanted to program an autopath straight to Raf’s front door, but that was exactly where Molloy would expect me to go. If Raf was alive, it would be tricky keeping him that way, especially if Molloy saw us coming. Going home first was safer.
“There are no jackers for at least a quarter mile,” I said. “Except the ones in my house.”
I strode ahead of Julian and reached into the house. My mom was shoving a tray of cookies in the oven. Worry about me was an endless loop in her mind, which wasn’t a surprise—I had been missing for over a week. Xander was playing a violent sim on the living-room screen, but he responded to my featherlight brush.
Hey! he thought. You’re back! He was about to call out to my mom, but thought better of it. Then I realized what had stopped him: my father was there. I stumbled to a stop on the grass and Julian bumped into me.
He stepped back. “What’s wrong?”
“My dad,” I said. “He’s here.” My dad hadn’t reacted to my light touch, and I had quickly pulled back. A white-hot heat welled up in me. Was he still doing Vellus’s dirty work?
“Maybe we should try your friend’s house first,” Julian said.
“No.” I paused. “I’m sure my dad’s been looking for us. If Raf is back, he’ll know.” Yet I couldn’t get my legs to move toward the door. The press conference was long over. Had my dad come looking for me, like he promised? I couldn’t imagine a world in which he hadn’t. At least he was here, looking out for Mom and Xander. I had to give him credit for that.
Julian measured the door with his eyes, like it was rigged with explosives. “Well, this won’t be the first trap I’ve followed you into.”
I rolled my eyes. “Even if my dad’s still working for Vellus, he’s not going to haul you off to the Detention Center.” At least, I couldn’t imagine my dad succeeding in that, not against Julian. But he might try. “Just in case he’s not super happy to see you, promise you won’t do that handling thing.”
“As long as he doesn’t point a gun in my face, we should be fine.”
I sighed, squared my shoulders, and marched toward the house. Xander must not have been able to contain himself, because my dad flung the door open before I got there.
“Kira!” He said my name like it was his first breath after nearly drowning. He rushed up to wrap me in a hug so strong it knocked the air out of me. “Kira, thank God, I’ve been so worried.” The stubble on his face scraped my cheek as he pulled back, then he clasped my shoulders like he thought I might slip away if he didn’t hold tight enough. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over Jackertown for you and Raf, back at the diner, everywhere.” He paused for a breath and noticed Julian behind me. “What is he doing here?”
“He’s helping me find Raf.” I pulled out of my dad’s grip.
He frowned and let his hands drop. “Helping you? Wait, wasn’t Raf released from the prison? I thought that was the whole point of letting your shady friend here jack the prisoners out of the Detention Center.”
Julian looked unimpressed by my dad’s description and more than a little on edge.
“Raf was never in prison,” I said, and the burst of hope I’d carried inside me from the mages’ headquarters shriveled into a lump. “Molloy had him the whole time, holding him hostage. Are you sure Raf wasn’t ransomed?”
“No, his parents are frantic. I’m sure they would have paid a ransom if they’d been contacted.” He put a hand back on my shoulder and dropped his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me Molloy was holding him hostage? I could have helped you, Kira!”
“I didn’t tell you because you were too busy mindguarding for Vellus!” I stepped out of his reach and crossed my arms. “How can you work for someone like him?”
His hand hung in the air, then slowly dropped to his side. “I did what I had to.”
“What exactly is that?”
When my dad hesitated, I linked into his head. I need to know, Dad. Have you been mindguarding for Vellus all along? Did you ask him to do the raid on Jackertown?
I had nothing to do with the raid. My dad stepped close to me, put his hand to the small of my back, and steered me a few steps away from Julian, who watched us go with a slightly amused expression. But I have a feeling that Mr. Trullite did, my dad thought. He said if I didn’t come out with you in an hour, he would send someone in to get us.
Mr. Trullite asked Vellus to raid Jackertown to rescue me? The idea of Mr. Trullite and Vellus being buddies made my head go sideways. Wait, in the interview, Vellus said he conducted the raid to get a kidnapped reader out of Jackertown. Was that Raf?
Mr. Trullite didn’t know Raf was with you, my dad thought. He probably told Vellus that his granddaughter was in Jackertown and that Vellus could track my phone. Anyway, I’m pretty sure Vellus used it as a pretext for doing the raid. He rounded up a lot of jackers that night, more than just the ones that were released.
How can you work for someone like that? I unlocked my arms and threw them out. Why don’t you just quit?
My father’s shoulders slumped. It’s not that simple, Kira.
It is that simple!
It’s not! My dad rubbed the back of his neck. And I did quit… when I left Naval Intelligence. I was on Vellus’s protection detail for a long time. I thought working for him was the right thing to do. I can’t explain it. He made me believe we were doing good things.
Maybe that’s what politicians do. Talk people into doing things when they should know better.
What kinds of things? My body tensed. Did my dad hurt people for Vellus?
It doesn’t matter! But then his face pinched in and my insides shredded. What did my dad do? Maybe all jackers were dangerous, even the good ones like my dad. Maybe it was in our DNA, like Vellus said. The part of me that wanted to execute Kestrel on the floor—was that the monster inside me, just waiting to come out? Did I get that from my dad?
Did you… Did you kill people? I asked him. Because I needed to know.
My dad’s mouth hung open for a second. I heard Julian on the grass behind me, moving closer. My dad noticed and switched to speaking out loud. “I’m not a killer, Kira.” He cast a look over my shoulder to Julian. “Unless someone hurts you, then they had better watch out for me.”
The horror that I might be that, that maybe I was a cold-blooded killer and my dad was too, drained out of me. My face heated up with the shame that I had actually believed my dad was a killer, even for a moment.
“Now that we’ve established that,” my dad said with a gentle smile, “we can talk about what I do for Vellus later. Where have you’ve been for the last week, young lady? You’ve been driving us all insane with worry. Again.” The last time I had disappeared for weeks on end, I had ended up in a showdown with the jacker FBI. This time wasn’t much better.
Julian jumped it. “Your daughter has been breaking jackers out of jail. Again.”
My dad might not be a killer, but the look on his face was downright murderous. “I don’t recall asking you.” He softened his voice when he turned to me. “What kind of trouble has he gotten you into—”
“Julian hasn’t been getting me into trouble. Well, not exactly. But… well… I kind of broke into Kestrel’s experimental facility.” I sped up my words at the horrified look on my dad’s face. “And broke out again. And got some people out too.”
“What?” My dad’s face turned a shade of purple I’d never seen before. “I didn’t get you away from Vellus so you could run off and be a hero again! Kestrel is incredibly dangerous! How could you even think about—” The anger strangled his words.
“I didn’t have a choice!” I said. “Molloy forced me, then he betrayed us to Kestrel and—” I really didn’t want to tell my dad what happened inside Kestrel’s facility. “Anyway, that’s why I’ve been gone. Julian is not the enemy; he’s here to help me find Raf. Will you help me too?”
My dad closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, they’d lost the murderous look. “Of course.” He took a breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t know where Raf is, but I’m sure Molloy doesn’t have him. I saw Molloy in the holding pen at the Detention Center when I was mindguarding Vellus. It was his last press conference before he left town, a couple days after you went missing.”
“How did Molloy end up in the Detention Center?” Maybe Kestrel had double-crossed Molloy. But why didn’t Kestrel keep him at his facility? And what did that mean for Raf? There were too many possibilities and my mind spun trying to untangle them.
My dad was way ahead of me. “I don’t know how Molloy got there, but if I can interrogate him, I can find out what he did with Raf. Vellus might agree to let me do that.”
“Really?” I squeaked. Maybe my dad working for Vellus wasn’t a bad thing after all. I frowned at that thought but stuffed it away. “So call Vellus!”
“I can’t just call him up, Kira,” my dad said patiently. “Our arrangement is… one-sided. I don’t call him; he calls me. He spends most of his time at the capitol building in Springfield, and I only do work on occasion for him.”
“Sounds like you need to pay him a visit in Springfield,” said Julian.
My dad shot him a glare, then turned to me. “If I spoke to Vellus in person, he might agree to release Molloy into my custody.”
Could my dad jack Vellus? Maybe, if he could get close to Vellus without him suspecting… whatever he was thinking, I was ready to try.
“Great!” I said. “Let’s go.”
“I said I would convince him,” my dad said. “You’re staying here and keeping out of trouble.”
“Dad, I am not staying here while Raf is missing. And you’re going to need help.”
“I agree with your father, Kira.” My mom’s tremulous voice floated from the front door. Blotches of red marred her pretty face, like she had been crying while we were arguing, which made my heart twist. Xander lurked behind her. “I’m sure your father can handle Vellus. Please, just come inside, all of you. I don’t like you standing on the lawn, attracting attention.”
My dad nudged me. “Go hug your mother. She’s been worried sick about you.”
Guilt dragged down my shoulders, and I hustled across the lawn. I gave her a fierce hug and winked at Xander over her shoulder, pulling a big grin out of him.
“I’m okay, Mom, really.” The permanent worry lines in her forehead had deepened since I saw her last. “But I have to find Raf. It’s my fault he’s in this mess.”
My mom’s slender hands cupped my cheeks. “He’s in this because loves you, Kira. And he must love you a lot, otherwise he would have let you go when we left Gurnee.” My lip trembled. She wasn’t making this any easier. “I know what it’s like, being a mindreader who loves a jacker. You’re always afraid that someone will find out or that other jackers will hurt them. Raf wouldn’t want you to do anything dangerous for him, sweetie. I’m sure he’d want your father to handle it.” She stopped because she was fighting back tears.
I gently linked into her head. Mom, Senator Vellus is a dangerous guy.
Your father knows what he’s doing…
Dad’s just trying to protect me. He really does need my help. I was playing the mutant jacker card. My mom knew I could do more than my dad, even if she didn’t understand it all. It will be less dangerous if we’re working together. Which was true, but less dangerous was a pretty relative term.
Torment warred across her face, but she finally settled on having my dad keep an eye on me. Which wasn’t what I was going for, but it would have to do. Promise me you’ll do what your father says. He’s been around people like Vellus before.
I promise.
Out loud, she said, “Xander, go get some of those cookies I made.” She said it loud enough for Dad and Julian to hear from where they had held back on the lawn. “They’ll need something to eat on the trip down to Springfield.”
Xander dashed off. I mouthed the words thank you to my mom. As I brought a bag full of warm cookies back to my dad and Julian, my dad darted looks between me and my mom. Julian seemed to be fighting off a smile. We strode to the garage, and my dad swiped his passring to activate the door.
“What did you say to her?” my dad asked.
“That you’d be safer with me along.”
Julian couldn’t keep in his snort, which earned him a glare from both me and my dad. He shut it down quickly.
“That had better be it.” My dad pointed a finger at me. “I don’t want you jacking your mother.” My mouth dropped open. By the time my dad reached the driver’s side of his hydro car, I had closed my mouth and settled for a huff at his accusation.
My dad put both hands on the roof of the car and stared at the floor. “I don’t care what your mother says, I’m not taking you anywhere near Vellus. He’s a brutal man, and he would be more than happy to lock you up if it suited his political purposes. You’re staying here and your jackwork friend can find his way back to the city. I’m going to handle this on my own.”
“By jacking Vellus?” I asked. “Because if you are, you’re going to need help. Julian can easily handle any mindguards and get Vellus to release Molloy. It worked the last time.”
“The last time, Vellus was convinced you jacked him and we both nearly ended up in prison!” My dad pushed off the car and paced the tight space between it and the wall.
“I wouldn’t mind having another crack at Vellus.” Julian captured my gaze. “Sasha would be very helpful as well.”
If Sasha could scribe Vellus, that would solve a whole host of problems: we could get Molloy, save Raf, and rid the world of a heinous anti-jacker politician. “Dad, Julian has some powerful friends. We could make it work. You’ve got to at least let us try.”
“Your friend and his jackwork pals aren’t getting anywhere near Vellus!” my dad said. “Security at the capitol is tight. And I’m not planning on jacking Vellus at all. I’ll get him to release Molloy with the one thing every politician doesn’t want: bad publicity. Vellus’s ambitions are pretty much limitless. He plans on being President someday. He won’t want any skeletons coming out of the closet.”
The idea of a President Vellus made my mouth run dry. Threatening to expose him seemed even more dangerous. “If you go in there alone, Vellus will just put you back in the Detention Center!”
“In which case, I’ll get close to Molloy and find out what he knows.”
“Dad!” I cried. “That’s a horrible plan!”
“If I could make a suggestion?” Julian said calmly. “I would rather see Molloy sprung from the Detention Center than have you end up as his cell mate. But I agree that having Kira anywhere near Vellus is a bad idea.”
I gave Julian an exasperated look that said whose side are you on?
Julian shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t want to have to come rescue you again.” He turned back to my dad. “Kira’s right—I can handle any security Vellus has, even in the Capitol.”
My dad braced one hand against the car, ran the other through his hair, and finally leveled a gaze straight at Julian. “Look, I don’t know what kind of jacking you do, but unless you can jack through a shield like they had at Vellus’s Detention Center, you’re not getting in.”
“A shield would present a problem.” Julian’s smirk said the solution might include blowing it up. I gave him a warning look. He ignored me and continued, “If security is as strong as you think, it would be difficult for all of us to get in. On your own, you may not even get through the front door, but with me handling the mindguard security and Kira doing any necessary jacking, you’ll have a much better chance. Plus Kira makes an excellent scout and can give us the lay of the land before we proceed.” Julian was giving me that we make a good team look again.
My dad drummed the top of the hydro car with his fingers, then frowned, like he was trying to piece together the puzzle that was Julian. “How do I know you’re not planning a grand attempt on Vellus while we’re there?”
“I’m here to help Kira find her friend,” Julian said, “and I have my own reasons for wanting Mr. Molloy released. Regardless, I intend to make sure Kira stays a safe distance from the Senator. I don’t want Vellus to get hold of her any more than you do.”
My dad examined Julian, head to toe, as if seeing him for the first time. Julian stood with his feet planted wide and his arms crossed, looking slightly dangerous in his all-black clothes. Finally, my dad nodded. I thought it was bad when they didn’t like each other; somehow my dad and Julian agreeing on something, particularly about me, was worse. Which made my brain hurt to think about, but it appeared that we were going to Springfield.
My dad slid into the front seat of the hydro car, and Julian smiled wide as he eased into the back. For a flash moment I wondered if Julian had handled my dad out of his concerns. As I climbed into the car, I threw a glare over the seatback, but Julian was already busy on his phone, probably sending a scrit to Hinckley.
With any luck, we would soon need the mages’ help with interrogating Molloy.






 

Once we were outside the suburbs, my dad’s hydro car flew down the arrow-straight road almost as fast as the bullet train from New Mexico. My dad didn’t say a word and Julian was equally silent. The one-hour trip to Springfield ticked by in long minutes as cornfields stretched to the farmland ahead and scrolled past in endless mesmerizing waves.
Eventually, the crops gave way to the white marble buildings of Springfield. My dad switched the controls to manual, and we parked several blocks from the center of town. I automatically linked to the tourists and government workers filling the sidewalks. When we turned the corner to the capitol building, it struck me how pretentious it was. The original capitol had been rebuilt, expanded so that politicians wouldn’t have to constantly listen to their political opponents’ thoughts. The new capitol took up an entire city block and was adorned with a giant gold dome—it seemed a bit much for guys that worked for the people. Then again, the politicians inside had just passed a law declaring jackers second-class citizens in our own state. I guessed they only worked for some of the people.
We paused at the corner, a couple of hundred feet from the capitol building. Security guys in light gray jackets milled through the crowds on the giant stone steps leading inside, but they were only physical security. Their obvious uniforms were fear made visible—meant to reassure the public that mindjackers couldn’t control the seats of power. But they were just a facade that covered the smaller number of mindguard security, all of whom were undercover, rooking as readers. One was stationed next to a hot dog stand, another haunted the street corner, a third pretended to watch a screen as he leaned against a light post. Several more rooked as mindreading security inside the building. So far none of them had detected my light touch.
The fact that the capitol was riddled with hidden jackers was an irony I didn’t expect.
There’s undercover jacker security on the street and more inside, I linked to my dad. No one’s noticed us yet,
but if we get any closer, they will.
They may not stop us until we’re inside, my dad thought, where it will be easier to contain us. Or they may shoot us in the street, depending how trigger-happy they are. How many are there inside?
I skimmed the large lobby area as well as the disruptor field that protected the vast majority of the capitol building. Half a dozen in the lobby, and two at a checkpoint by the shield.
I think this is a good point to split up. Julian’s voice rang in my dad’s head. Kira and I will go first, keep everyone calm, then you follow and make your move to get inside.
My dad glared at him. I don’t like the idea of Kira in the middle of these guys. She can stay here. Or better yet, go back to the car and wait.
Julian calmly met my father’s stare. That’s a fine plan, if you’d like her to be alone and unprotected. She’ll be safer with me.
My dad gritted his teeth. I don’t see how a heavily mindguarded government building is the safest place for her.
See for yourself. Julian strolled toward the capitol steps, acting all casual and mesh with his hands in his pockets. The gray-jacket guys didn’t even notice him. Two of the mindguards glanced his way, then went back to their undercover hot-dog cooking and light-post lounging. Julian stood in the dead center of the mini-plaza and waved at us.
Do they sense him? my dad asked.
No. Julian’s the ultimate rook, Dad. They’re not going to sense him because he’s not a normal jacker.
He’s not normal, that’s for certain.
I half-grinned, but my dad’s grumpy look killed it. The mindguards will sense you for sure, Kira, even if you rook the rest.
Julian will handle them. I’m just there in case we need to jack someone to get you in.
My dad made a sour face. I think I can manage that on my own.
Except once you’re inside, we need to make sure you have a way out again.
Or I could send you back to the car, he thought.
You could try.
My dad sighed. Don’t be difficult, Kira. I’m just trying to keep you safe.
And I’m trying to make sure this mission succeeds.
He frowned and looked me over the way he had Julian, as if he was seeing me for the first time. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a palm-sized dart gun. My eyebrows flew up. Did he carry a weapon all the time now, or what?
Only if things go badly. He handed me the tiny gun. And please don’t do anything stupid.
Thanks for the confidence. I tucked it into the back of my pants, draping my shirt over it. Only now my dad was going in unarmed to threaten Vellus with revealing his past.
Dad? What exactly did you do for Vellus?
He stared past me at the milling crowds. Jacked people who stood in Vellus’s way. Erased the memories of jackers and readers alike. Sent jackers to the camp who didn’t belong there. He pulled in a breath and looked back to me. Not changelings. That was all Kestrel. But some of the people I sent to the camp… the only thing they did was cross Vellus. I thought it was the right thing at the time. It wasn’t.
The stone that had perpetually weighed in my stomach since my dad quit the Navy slowly crumbled into pieces. I had thought that losing his job was the price of me going public, but maybe it had actually helped him get out of a bad situation. Vellus used people, good people like my dad, twisting them into something else. No wonder my dad didn’t want me anywhere near him.
Be careful, Dad.
Just stay out of trouble while I’m gone. This won’t take long.
Julian was tapping his toes and checking his phone. I strode toward him while my dad pretended to inspect a tru-cast screen that scrolled capitol news. I smiled brightly and hooked my arm through Julian’s, pulling him up the capitol steps. Julian handled the undercover mindguards out of their concern about me, and I jacked them to look away while my dad followed at the edge of the hundred-foot range of Julian’s influence.
We stepped into the chilled lobby, overly cool for a summer day in downstate Illinois. The floor shone with white marble tiles inlaid with bits of colored stone. They formed a picture of a giant eagle with a curling red ribbon in its mouth. Julian and I rooked as a young couple visiting the capitol, blending in with the other readers scattered around the room: a family with three young boys on vacation, the elderly couple making a trek to see their congressman, a group of young political interns heading out for a late lunch. The only sounds in the great entryway were the echoey scraping of feet and shuffling of bodies.
The mindguards at the door watched us with little interest. I jacked them to look away while my dad crossed the ornate floor to the receptionist. He asked her several questions about Vellus, gently probing the information that floated behind her conscious thoughts without causing the mental anguish that would come if he drilled through her memories. Maybe my dad wasn’t the strongest jacker in the world, but his years working for Naval Intelligence had netted him some skills.
I tugged Julian behind a large bronze statue in the middle of the lobby and peeked at the security checkpoint along the back wall. Two mindguards rooked as regular security guards stationed by the weapons detector, a giant silver arch that framed a doorway,  beyond which stood a bank of elevators. The disruptor shield spanned the doorway and hugged the entire back wall.
My dad would have to go through the weapons detector as well as the shield. It was a good thing he had given me his gun. Thanks to Julian, the guards on this side of the shield wouldn’t worry about letting an armed mindjacker into the capitol, but anyone on the other side of the shield would notice if the alarms went off. Not to mention security cameras had to be taking in every viewpoint of the lobby.
My dad headed for the checkpoint, and Julian overrode the mindguards’ instinctual concerns. My dad flashed a badge to the guards, and his thoughts rang in their minds. I’m from Naval Intelligence. I suggest you call Senator Vellus’s office and tell him Patrick Moore is here to see him about an important matter.
The taller, craggier mindguard didn’t respond, but the shorter one tapped his ear and whispered into his earbud phone. My hands started to sweat. I took Julian’s phone and jacked into the mindware to scrit a message, then held it up for him to see.
Do we need to move closer? If the guards freaked out, Julian might need to be closer to handle them both.
We’re fine, he scrit back.
A long, tense moment stretched my nerves while the shorter mindguard waited for a response, but then he thought, Your escort will be here in a moment.
Within ten seconds, a burly security guard appeared on the far side of the weapons detector and the shield. He was the same oversized mindguard that Vellus had with him at Maria’s interview! He reminded me of Harrier, arms rippling with muscles. Jackers with a penchant for weight lifting must be in high demand for government officials. I edged farther behind the cover of the statue, pulling on Julian’s long-sleeved shirt to follow. My link to my dad’s mind cut off with a painful break as he stepped through the shield.
I checked the time on Julian’s phone. 2:30 pm. Now for the hard part: waiting for my dad to come back out.
Your father’s a good man, appeared on the phone, which startled me until I realized that Julian must have jacked in.
I nudged the mindware to scrit back, Glad you noticed.
For the record… Words scrolled across the phone. I don’t think he’s responsible for the raid. Vellus would have found another excuse.
I peered up at Julian. You were listening in! I scrit on the phone.
He grinned and shrugged. My mind skipped back over my conversation on the lawn with my dad. Was there anything Julian shouldn’t have heard? It was all personal, between me and my dad, but in a way I was glad Julian had heard it.
Having someone close to Vellus isn’t entirely a bad thing, Julian scrit. It could be useful in the future.
What, like a double agent?
Julian’s face lit up and his words scrolled across the phone. You, keeper, would make a fine double agent. Your father could be a mindguard who would look the other way. He was thinking about Sasha again. What would happen if the biggest anti-jacker politician had a sudden change of heart? Would the public realize he had been jacked or would they follow his lead?
Then I realized I was contemplating the very thing that my father had worked against his entire time in the Navy: jacker influence reaching into the highest levels of government. I frowned as that thought snarled in my head. I could help Anna and Julian finish their mission to capture Kestrel—he was evil and had to be stopped. And I still wanted to make good on my promise to get the changelings out of Kestrel’s grasp. But Julian was after more than that, and I couldn’t picture myself joining his revolution, much less see my dad signing up. I wasn’t ready to answer the question that lingered on Julian’s face, so I slid his phone into my pocket and ignored the disappointed downturn of his mouth. I avoided his gaze by examining the plaque on the statue in front of us.
The words on the plaque seeped into my brain as the minutes ticked by. The larger-than-life statue of a woman extended her arms to the visitors in the lobby. She represented the city of Chicago welcoming people to the 1893 World’s Fair. The statue must have been rescued from the demolition of the old capitol to grace the new one, but her spirit of welcoming had been left behind, at least for jackers in the world that Vellus envisioned.
Julian went rigid next to me. The craggy mindguard was coming straight for us, intent on delivering a message.
Miss Moore, Senator Vellus would like a word with you.
I took a step back, but the mindguard only clasped his hands behind his back, waiting patiently, as if I were a tourist who had lucked into a visit with the famous politician. Something must have gone wrong. My dad would never ask for me to come meet Vellus, so it must be Vellus himself. Had he seen me on the cameras? What did he want? It had to be some kind of trap. Julian seemed to be thinking the same thing, minutely shaking his head.
Why does the Senator want to see me? I linked to the mindguard.
I don’t know, Miss. Didn’t you request a visit?
No, she didn’t request a visit. Julian’s thoughts rang in the mindguard’s mind.
A clattering of footsteps sounded at the entrance, then stopped. The three undercover mindguards from outside had rushed the building, only to enter Julian’s range of influence and lose their desire to stop the dangerous jackers inside. Julian could handle these, but how many more could Vellus summon if I didn’t do what he wanted?
The mindguard tapped the phone in his ear. Vellus’s slick, too-confident voice came through. Tell Miss Moore that I’m willing to give her what she wants, but she’ll have to come to my office to get it.
The mindguard dutifully repeated Vellus’s words. Was “what I wanted” Molloy’s release or my dad’s freedom? Regardless, the longer I waited, the worse the situation outside would get. It was quickly looking like I didn’t have a choice.
Julian must have read my face. “Remember how your father told you not to do anything stupid?” he whispered. I jacked the mindguard to ignore us.
“Do you eavesdrop on all my conversations with my dad?”
“Keeper, you’re not going to gain anything by going to see Vellus. We should leave now.”
“My dad is still in there!”
“He was willing to take that risk and rather pointedly didn’t want you taking it. Vellus is dangerous, and he apparently knows what you want. The problem is you don’t know what Vellus wants.”
“I know one way to find out.”
“Your father wouldn’t want you to try rescuing him,” Julian said, as if that would sway me.
“My father wanted to send me back to the car,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but if my dad was free to go, he’d be here already.”
Julian stepped back from me, ran his hands through his hair, and studied the guard. When Julian turned back to me, he reached both arms around me, like he was giving me a hug. My arms went automatically around his neck, which welled up a surge of emotion that heated my cheeks. I almost pulled away, then I realized he was slipping out the gun tucked in the back of my pants. I stayed close while he fumbled to tuck the gun into the front of his pants and cover it.
Julian whispered, “If you’re determined to go in, I’m going with you. We’ll need to move fast.” When he pulled back, my arms didn’t untangle quick enough, which made my cheeks run even hotter. We finally managed to break apart and Julian ducked his head like he was embarrassed too.
The mindguard held his hand up to Julian. I’m sorry, sir, but the Senator would only like Miss Moore to join him.
Julian gave me a look that said Will you please jack this guy?
“No matter what I jack these guys to do,” I whispered as we strode past the guard, who was now fascinated by the statue, “it’s not going to hold once I’m past the shield.”
“We’ll go through together. Once I’m on the other side, I can handle things from there.”
That might actually work. When we stepped through the shield, Julian’s handling on this side could be cut off and all heck would break loose, but he should be able to handle anything on the other side. Coming back out, we could reverse the process. Maybe. Unless Vellus had already called in the National Guard. Julian was right—we needed to move fast.
The mindguard stationed by the shield blandly waved us toward the weapons detector. Julian nearly stepped on my shoes, he was following so close. Just as we were about to cross the threshold of the weapons detector, Vellus’s bulky mindguard emerged from the elevators. I stopped and Julian bumped into me. The mindguard reached into his jacket and pulled out a gun. And not a dart gun. The kind with bullets that killed people.
My breath caught, and Julian moved behind me, no doubt taking out my dad’s gun as well. About fifteen feet of air separated us from guard, but it was only three feet to the shield. As long as we were on this side, we couldn’t jack him, but he could certainly shoot us. If we lunged across the shield, Julian might be able to handle him into lowering his weapon. Or we might both get shot.
Julian leaned into me, like he wanted to go for the lunging option, which only flashed up an image in my mind of Simon, lying bleeding in the desert with a bullet hole in him.
I turned to face Julian, sandwiching the gun between us. “Julian, don’t! Getting shot won’t help things.”
He gripped the dart gun tighter. It was a fast-acting dart gun, but it wasn’t that fast. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I don’t like your odds going in there without me.”
The mindguard watched us carefully, gun leveled at my back, but not moving any closer.
“If they wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead,” I said. “He would have shot us as soon as he stepped out of the elevator.”
“Shooting us here would cause some difficulties.” Julian kept glaring at the guard. “It’s what they’ll do once you’re in Vellus’s office that I’m concerned about.”
“If I don’t come out in twenty minutes,” I said, “you can come get me.”
Julian peeled his gaze from the mindguard and peered down at me. I was suddenly aware of how close we were standing.
“Am I going to have to rescue you again?” Julian asked.
“Possibly,” I said. “Just don’t kiss me this time.”
His shoulders relaxed, very slightly.
I turned and stepped through the weapons detector, my hair lifting up at the back of my neck as I passed through the shield.






 

Vellus’s overmuscled mindguard backed toward the brass-trimmed elevators, keeping his eyes on Julian. Now that I had passed through the shield, I was tempted to brush the mindguard’s brain to peer into his thoughts, but with his gun still trained on Julian, I didn’t want to take any chances.
I slipped into the elevator, and the guard holstered his weapon once we were both inside. The elevator ride was short, then Mr. Muscle guided me to a room with red velvet carpet and paintings older than my great-grandma. A portrait of Vellus hung above his receptionist’s desk, his chiseled features gleaming with holo-paint that made his face seem to move. The receptionist wrangled the mindware interface on her computer, and Mr. Muscle and I both linked into her mind and reflected her innocuous thoughts as if we were readers. Which made me look up the full height of the guard to his strong-jawed face. Did the receptionist not know he was a jacker?
Please have a seat, thought the receptionist without looking. I’ll let the Senator know you’re here. I ignored the two ornately carved wooden chairs that lined the wall—I needed to be on my feet, ready for whatever Vellus had in store for me. I reached toward Vellus’s office, but it was blocked by a disruptor shield.
Why was Vellus keeping me waiting? Maybe he wanted to make me nervous, although holding my dad captive and sending the armed guard seemed sufficient for that. Still, I didn’t want to appear anxious, so I clasped my hands behind my back and pretended to size up Mr. Muscle like the side of beef he resembled. He could crush me physically, and probably mentally as well, if only he could get into my head. I smiled jauntily up at him, just to put him off balance. Amazingly, it worked. His face twitched, then he became fascinated by the paintings on the wall. For some reason I couldn’t understand, I unnerved him.
The receptionist finally looked up from her work, and her nails tapped the desk as she rose.
Would you like to have a seat while you wait? she thought.
I turned to face her with a polite smile. No thanks.
Her sensible shoes whispered across the lush carpet, and she came to stand too close to me. Her wiry frame was short, probably no more than five foot, and she inspected me through her trufocus glasses, which adjusted as she leaned closer to peer at my face.
A smile snaked up her lips. “You’ve changed your hair.” She cleared her throat, smoothing the roughness from not speaking aloud for so long. A chill creeped into my stomach as I realized she knew exactly who I was. “And I don’t remember those tattoos from before,” she continued. “Are they new?” The contradiction between her fake-polite spoken words and the fervently anti-jacker thoughts roiling beneath jarred me out of her head. Her glasses sparkled reflections from the plasma lights, but the menace in her eyes shone through. I could have taken her in a fist fight, or I could have jacked her, but instead I shrank away.
I’d never seen someone look at me like they wished I didn’t exist.
“I watched all the tru-casts, you know.” I pictured her glued to the screens, soaking up all the rhetoric that Vellus spewed. “You and those other snively jacker kids who acted frightened, as if they wouldn’t like to kill us all in our sleep.”
She was talking about the changelings I had rescued. The ones Kestrel had tortured with his experiments. The ones who were barefoot and hollow cheeked on the tru-casts, held at gunpoint by jacker FBI agents. Her caricature of them was so awful, so ugly and wrong, that I couldn’t even muster anger or outrage. It just left me speechless.
“That’s right,” she said. “Don’t bother to deny it. I see right through that pretty little face of yours to what’s inside. How many readers have you killed, Kira Moore? Or do you just control them to do whatever nasty things you jackers do for fun? How many children have to grow up in fear of monsters like you lurking in our schools and our offices and our neighborhoods before people realize what you are and put a stop to it?”
I wanted to protest. I wanted to lash out at her. But words completely failed me in the face of this volcano of hatred from this tiny person.
There was nothing I could say that would make any difference.
I didn’t know I was leaning away from her until I bumped into Mr. Muscle. His face was expressionless. He certainly wasn’t coming to the defense of jackers. I guessed he had already sold his soul if he was working for Vellus.
Just like my dad.
I took a couple steps back, my heart shrinking with that thought, when the door to Vellus’s office swung open and banged against the wall. My dad stalked toward me, trailed by Vellus and another oversized mindguard. My dad looked ready to punch Vellus in the face, which halfway thrilled me. I wanted my dad to hit Vellus so badly it made my fists curl up. Whatever was up, I was ready to run or jack or possibly deck Vellus myself.
I reached for Vellus’s mind, only to be swatted away by the mindguard closest to him and slammed back into my own head. He was so strong I couldn’t even reach out to my dad. Vellus’s personal mindguard was taller and not as bulked up as Mr. Muscle, but he was an incredibly strong jacker, almost like Myrtle. I searched my dad’s reddened face for a clue about what had happened.
“So nice of you to join us, Kira.” Vellus directed his words to me, but they stopped my dad in his tracks. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” He sounded pleasantly surprised to see me, as if he weren’t holding my dad hostage to get me up here. His secretary had retreated to her desk, but the heat of her smirk scorched me from across the room.
“I was planning on paying you a visit, sooner or later, and here you are, doing me the courtesy of coming to my office. It’s nice to see you under less, shall we say, tense circumstances.”
The room was feeling plenty tense to me. My dad reached my side, placing his body between me and Mr. Muscle.
“But I’m willing to let bygones be bygones.” Vellus waved away the idea that I had jacked him in the tru-cast station. “As your father was explaining, it would appear that I have something you want, which is tremendously fortunate for me, as you have something I want as well.”
“What do you want?”
Vellus grinned that sim-cast-ready smile. I didn’t know what game we were playing, but it felt like I had already lost.
“I would like nothing more than to release Mr. Molloy to you, so that you can find your mindreader friend and return to the suburbs. I hear they serve a very fine pie at the Dutch Apple, although I’ve never tried it myself. I may have to remedy that sometime soon.”
The idea of Vellus coming to the Dutch Apple sent a cold trickle down my back, and I was sure releasing Molloy came with a price tag. My dad tensed, edging a little closer. I wanted desperately to link into his mind, but Vellus’s personal mindguard and Mr. Muscle had lined me up between them, keeping me squarely in my own head. They didn’t press or try to get inside, but it felt like being smothered in a mental blanket.
“What do you want from me?” I repeated.
“It’s a small thing, actually, only a short bit of your time,” Vellus said with a smile. “I want you to tell the truth. You like to do that, don’t you?” His grin grew more evil with each tooth exposed. “I think we have more in common than it might appear, Kira. You wish to have your mindreading friend back, safe and sound, and you want to return home to your family and friends in the suburbs. I want to reassure mindreaders that their lives are going to be safe and secure too. I’m sure we can come to an agreement where we both get the things we want.”
Anger still mottled my dad’s face, but it was blank, with no clue as to what Vellus wanted, and minutes were ticking by while Vellus beat around the bush. I needed to talk our way out of this before Julian came charging up after us.
“What exactly will it take to get you to release Molloy?” I asked.
Vellus smirked. “I’d like you to do a tru-cast interview. Another one, although decidedly different from your first appearance on the national airwaves.”
“An interview?” Maybe Vellus was demens after all.
“You can explain how dangerous jackers are and how much you regret all the harm and chaos caused by the mutant jackers living in our midst.”
“I… I don’t understand.” People already thought jackers were dangerous, and haters like Vellus’s secretary made up awful stories about jackers all by themselves. They didn’t need my help. How would anything I said on a tru-cast make any difference?
“I want you to detail the grievous things that jackers in our own city have done,” Vellus said. “Just tell the truth, Kira. That’s all I want from the girl who is the face of the jackers.”
Then it hit me: Vellus wanted me to talk about Jackertown. The crews and the contractors and the jackworkers. My thoughts flashed to Julian. And Ava and Myrtle and the changelings. Even Sasha and Hinckley. The looks on their faces when they saw me on a tru-cast with Vellus, talking about how the jackers in Jackertown were dangerous… and should be locked up in his Detention Center.
My mouth wouldn’t work at first, then I finally blurted, “I can’t do that!”
“Of course you can, Kira,” he said calmly. “I’m not asking that much of you, and I’m giving you so much in return. A chance to get your friend back from a brute like Mr. Molloy. That would make a brilliant story, don’t you think?” He trailed his hand across the air like a scrolling tru-cast headline. “Mindreader kidnapped by evil mindjacker! I would simply be the loyal public servant who helped you bring home your friend. So, you see, we truly do want the same things.”
Blood pounded in my ears, and my dad’s hand settled at the small of my back. Maybe he expected to find the gun there? His face didn’t show disappointment, just high-voltage tension. He gave me an encouraging nod. He wanted me to tell Vellus yes. My chest hollowed out.
“No…” The words were a whisper to my dad, but Vellus took it as my answer.
He inclined his head to the side. “You haven’t already settled in with those ragged types that rattle around Jackertown, have you?” His eyes took on a darker, sharper gleam. “Your friend in the lobby won’t have much of a chance against the police, even with his jacking talents, if I’m forced to sound an alarm. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”
I swallowed. “No,” I said, louder this time.
Vellus sighed and looked like he was trying to be patient. “Kira, you may think that you and your little friends are stronger, more superior, but you’re not. It’s only a matter of time before readers find a way to keep jackers completely contained.” He swept his hand back toward his shield-protected office. “With technology. With state-of-the art prisons to keep you safely quarantined. And with the knowledge that you are very, very different from them.”
My face burned. “Different isn’t a crime, you know.”
“No,” Vellus said. “Not yet. But I expect that will change, and soon. Society can’t tolerate people like you in their midst, Kira. They fear you. And society has always destroyed what it fears. It’s jackers or readers, Kira, and in the end, the readers will have to win.”
I stared at Vellus. It was almost like he was warning me. Or perhaps toying with me. I couldn’t quite keep the words in. “It doesn’t have to be that way!”
He smiled indulgently. “Spoken like a true believer,” he said. “It’s a shame those ideals will only result in your friends getting hurt.” He stepped a little closer and my dad’s hand clutched the back of my shirt, like he would yank me out of harm’s way if Vellus got too close.
Vellus peered down at me. “From everything I hear about you, Kira, you’re not the kind of girl that likes to see people get hurt.”
I leaned back into my dad’s hand and shook my head.
“Good!” Vellus exclaimed. He stepped back and clasped his hands together. “I will make sure that Mr. Molloy is released to you as soon as you arrive at the Detention Center. I sincerely hope that you quickly find your mindreading friend safe and sound.” He tipped his head in a genteel way. “This has been a most interesting discussion, Kira. I look forward to seeing more of you in the future.” He turned to Mr. Muscle. “Please see our guests safely out of the building.” Vellus pivoted on the heel of his expensive shoes and returned to his office.
My mouth hung open, watching him go. Had I really just agreed to Vellus’s demand that I do a tru-cast for his anti-jacker campaign? My dad gently tugged on the back of my shirt, and I shuffled after him, following closely behind the bulky back of Mr. Muscle. It didn’t matter what I said or what Vellus thought—as soon as we got Molloy and found Raf, I would just refuse to do it.
Once we were out of jacking range of Vellus’s office, the mental blanket Mr. Muscle had wrapped around my head eased up. I quickly linked to my dad. Will Vellus really release Molloy?
Yes. My dad kept his eyes trained on the guard. Molloy will be ready for release into my custody by the time we can get back to Vellus’s Detention Center.
Relief washed through me. I hope you know I’m not going to do Vellus’s tru-cast. I only agreed so that I could get us out of there.
I know, my dad thought. I know you can’t. It’s far too dangerous.
I hadn’t thought about how dangerous it would be, just how horribly wrong it was. But he was right—not only would Julian and his mages hate me, and rightly so, every jacker in the country would want me dead. Which wouldn’t bother Vellus in the slightest. That might even be the whole point of it.
So, after we find Raf, I’ll just tell Vellus I won’t do it, I linked to my dad. No matter how many muscle-bound mindguards Vellus has, he can’t force me to do the tru-cast, right?
He knows about you, Kira. My dad flicked a look to me. His thoughts were an anxious pit that pulled me in. He knows about you breaking into Kestrel’s facility. My dad guided me into the elevator after our escort. He’s got a tape of you at Kestrel’s facility, shooting a guard, and not just once. If you don’t do what Vellus wants, he wouldn’t need any more reason than that to lock you away. Did you see the new law? We don’t have any rights anymore. The only thing keeping you free is that Vellus wants something from you.
Suddenly the elevator felt like a cage, plummeting down and carrying me into a trap. Vellus meant it. He would force me to do the tru-cast or go to prison. And I knew what that meant: a one-way ticket back into Kestrel’s cells.
Panic clamped on my throat, and I gripped my dad’s arm. What are we going to do?
We get Molloy. We find Raf. Then we find a way to protect you from Vellus. He still wants me to work for him. Maybe I can convince him that the tru-cast is a bad idea. Or maybe Mr. Trullite can help. Worst case, we’ll move again. Disappear and pray that Vellus can’t find you.
My stomach looped in a knot that was strangling me. The guard walked us to the edge of the shield and the weapons detector. Julian stood on the other side, his hair messier than usual on one side, like he had spent the last ten minutes torturing it with his hands. I sprinted through the barrier, barely noticing the electric tingle of the shield, and grabbed hold of Julian’s arm. I ignored his concerned look and towed him across the lobby with my dad close behind. There was no way I could explain what had happened, at least not yet. Right now we needed to leave the capitol before Vellus changed his mind about releasing Molloy. That was our only real chance of finding Raf.
I would explain later that one of the world’s most powerful men expected me to join his anti-jacker campaign in return.






 

The autopath back to the city was even quieter than the ride down to Springfield.
I ignored Julian’s stares and stayed out of my dad’s head. The lines drawn tight across my dad’s face told me he regretted going to the capitol. He wanted to save Raf, but if he had known what Vellus would ask, he wouldn’t have gone. Not that it really mattered. Vellus said he was planning on “paying me a visit” sooner or later—I had only sped up the process by going to him first.
It didn’t seem likely that Mr. Trullite could protect me, given his rescue attempt in Jackertown had only landed my dad in prison. No, I could already see how this would go. If there was any justice in the world, we would find Raf alive and unharmed. But however that worked out, I would have to run again. Just me this time. My dad wanted to take my family on the run, but I was done putting the people who loved me in danger. This time I would hide better, run farther, go somewhere that Vellus’s influence wouldn’t reach. It was either that or I would have to do what Vellus wanted: go on the tru-casts to spew hatred like Vellus’s secretary. I wasn’t sure if I could physically force myself to say the words. If I somehow managed it, I’d have every jacker in three states wanting my head. Only they wouldn’t haul me into jail, like Vellus. They would kill my family too. No, that absolutely wouldn’t work.
When this was all done, I would run and leave behind everyone that I loved. Including Raf.
I swallowed down that thought, and it sat like a lump of cold metal in my stomach. A haze threatened to descend on my mind like when I was locked in Kestrel’s stark, white cell. If only I had killed Kestrel when I had the chance, maybe that tape wouldn’t have landed in Vellus’s hands. Or did Vellus already have it by then? It didn’t matter now. I fought back the haze clouding my thoughts. I couldn’t afford to sink into that dark place yet.
It was a relief when we finally arrived at Vellus’s Detention Center. My dad eased the hydro car to a stop, and Sasha pushed off the brick alleyway wall to join us. He gave me a slow nod of acknowledgement. I nodded in return, grateful he was willing to help. I wished Julian had sent for Myrtle too—I didn’t want to take any chances with Molloy getting away, but Julian seemed to think that the four of us would be sufficient.
My dad hopped out and hurried to the gate, his badge already out. I unfolded my body and slowly climbed out of the car, stretching out the kinks. Even my hands ached. I must have been clenching them the whole way. Julian was already out of the car, mindtalking to Sasha. My dad slipped from sight through the gate, making my heart lurch.
Julian left Sasha to stand next to me. He eyed the guard shack. “What’s wrong, keeper?”
“Nothing. I’m just… worried. What if Molloy doesn’t know where Raf is?” I paused. “Or what if he does and…” I couldn’t say it. What if all this was for nothing? What if Raf was already dead?
Julian seemed to be struggling with what to say. I looked away, so he wouldn’t have to answer. Less than a minute later, my dad came out with Molloy in mag-cuffs, holding a dart gun to his side and frog-marching Molloy across the street. When Molloy caught sight of us, or more accurately when he saw Julian, he stopped in the middle of the street. His face lost color. My dad shoved him from behind to get him moving again. Molloy took two steps but then whirled around, swinging one massive leg to catch my dad at the knees and knock him to the ground.
“Dad!”
I quickly jacked into Molloy’s mind and wrestled with him as he lumbered down the street away from us. I couldn’t slow him down, but a split second later, my dad was in his mind as well. Molloy put up quite a struggle for a second or two and then he stumbled to a stop.
He turned around, and in his mind, he saw us in a new light. We were his fellow jackers, his brothers-in-arms, who he owed a debt of loyalty beyond measure. We meant everything to him; his very life he owed to us.
Julian had reached him.
I shuddered a sigh of relief.
A picture of Raf, sprawled on a brown-carpeted floor, sprung up in Molloy’s mind.
Oh no. My thoughts and Molloy’s echoed each other, with the same expression of horror.
Julian focused on Molloy, his concentration intense. Molloy’s thoughts kept tangling with mine. Is Raf okay? We need to find him!
The coupling of our thoughts was giving me vertigo, so I pulled out of Molloy’s mind. He rushed past my dad who scrambled to scoop up his dropped dart gun from the pavement.
When Molloy reached me, he took my shoulders in his massive hands. “Kira!” he said, breathless. “We’ve got to get to Raf quickly, lass. He’s probably dehydrated by now, or worse.”
My hopes surged—Molloy thought Raf was alive! I nodded, overwhelmed by Molloy’s fervent need to save my boyfriend, the one he was responsible for holding hostage in the first place. I shouldn’t have been surprised—I’d had a taste of the intensity of what Julian could do. I had been completely convinced that I loved him: not simply believing it, or even feeling it in a swoony way, but urgently compelled to love him as if my existence depended on it.
And that had only been through a mind-link. Molloy was getting the full dose of Julian’s ability.
He released me and turned to my dad. “We don’t have any time to waste. Would this be your car, mate?”
My dad blinked. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking.
“I think we should take Mr. Molloy where he wants to go,” said Julian. His voice was low and breathy. His eyes never left Molloy’s face, even though Molloy seemed oblivious to anything other than hustling us into the hydro car and babbling directions to the autopath. He finally jacked into the mindware interface, cursing at it to hurry.
The ragged streets of downtown Chicago slipped by, and we veered past the south edge of Jackertown, still in the city, but getting closer to the suburbs. Julian sat next to Molloy in front, with my dad, Sasha, and me filling up the back seat. The stony expression on Julian’s face never wavered. When he’d handled Molloy before, back at the mages’ headquarters, he wasn’t so intense about it. Maybe Molloy was more resistant now? Or was his self-preservation instinct harder to handle than the protective instinct for his brother?
Whatever it was, I vowed never to link into Julian’s mind again.
Molloy babbled a nonstop stream of thoughts, like there was no longer a filter between his mind and his mouth. “There’s not any food there, lass, and I’m not too keen on the water either.” The rest of us sat in tense silence while he rambled. “Not that we needed as much. At least Raf didn’t, not while I kept him there. It was my home, Liam’s and mine actually, before Ma and Da were taken away and we were left on our own. We kept it though, even when the neighborhood was taken over by the demens. We were Molloy boys, and we could take care of ourselves. Proud of it, too! But then we realized there wasn’t much in the way of pickings in the city. The suburbs on the other hand, aye, there’s a fortune to be made there!”
Molloy paused to take a breath. I hoped I wouldn’t have to hear his entire life story before we reached the house he had programmed into the autopath.
“Liam, though, he didn’t last long in the greater New Metro,” Molloy said. “He was barely out of shorts, still working his changeling abilities, when the Feds took him. He’s been in that right monster’s clutches ever since. Kestrel!” He spat out his name like it was something foul. “If I get the chance, I’ll twist that demon’s neck with my bare hands.”
I wished Molloy had done exactly that. I wasn’t sure if that made me a monster or not.
“Aye, but Liam!” Molloy shouted as if he had suddenly remembered his brother. “He’s still in that cursed prison of Vellus’s! Who will look out for the boy when I’m not there?”
That made me cringe. Liam would be defenseless in the Detention Center, but I couldn’t let myself care about that. Julian edged closer to Molloy, resting his arm on the back of Molloy’s seat.
“Of course, he’s not going anywhere.” Molloy’s voice had lost its concern. “They’ll lock him up in their medical facility, given he’s not right of mind anymore. But Raf, the poor lad. He’s been wasting away in some dank basement without proper nourishment for the better part of a week! We’d best be getting there first, before the boy passes on. That would be a terrible shame, such a weak creature, not able to defend himself from jackers at all.”
Julian must be working him pretty hard to conjure those thoughts from the depths of Molloy’s mind. He had turned Molloy’s instinct to protect his helpless brother Liam to a strong, artificial imperative to protect Raf, who he now saw as one of “his own.” Protecting his own had always been a powerful impulse in Molloy, which was probably why Julian chose it. Had it only been a week since Molloy left Raf? Was he really alive when Molloy left him? I couldn’t imagine Molloy lying about that, not while Julian was handling him.
How long could Raf last, knocked out on the floor?
I scoured my brain, from that long-ago time when I took biology classes and dreamed of being a doctor. How long can a body live without water or food? Water had to be more important. And it must make a difference whether the person was awake or asleep, in the desert or locked in a damp basement. Maybe Raf was in the best possible state to survive: locked in a cool basement, unconscious.
Why had Molloy left him like that? Maybe he meant to come back after he was done betraying us, but didn’t get the chance to trade Raf before he was picked up by Vellus’s goons. The police wouldn’t have caught him up in a random sweep—Molloy’s house was nowhere near Jackertown. Maybe Kestrel had betrayed Molloy after all, only he called the police to take care of it. Maybe that had saved Raf’s life.
My heart tripped as the car slowed in front of a run-down one-story house. It was the two-hundred-year-old cracker-box style that happened to narrowly meet the range codes, but was too close to the city, so it sat in disrepair, taken over by the demens and their squatter’s rights.
It was the perfect place to hide a body.
A ghostly chill made my hands shake. Maybe Molloy had never planned to come back at all. I pushed my way out of the car before it had come to a complete stop.
“Where?” I demanded of Molloy, but he was sprinting ahead of me.
“Hurry, lass,” he said over his shoulder. “Before it’s too late.”
The front door looked like a good push would knock it down, but instead Molloy swiped a passring that barely fit on his pinkie. When he shoved the door open, it came off one hinge, which momentarily stalled him. I slipped between Molloy and the doorframe, simultaneously reaching out with my mind. I found Raf in the basement, deep in the unconscious state of someone who had been jacked that way.
But he was alive.
“How do we get to the basement?” I screeched. Dashing through the tiny, dust-filled living room, I searched for a door that would lead down below.
“Around the back.” Molloy pushed past me, leading the way through a chipped and musty kitchen. A door at the back led outside, but instead of going through, he turned to another one opposite it. Molloy’s giant frame barely fit in the tight hallway space between the doors, but he managed to pull the basement door open. I shoved past him and pounded down the steps. Molloy’s thudding footfalls followed behind me, along with more that must have been Julian and my dad and Sasha.
Dust motes floated in the hazy light. The basement windows spotlighted an overturned recliner that bled stuffing onto the floor and a rotting blanket pooled next to it. In the middle of the room, Raf lay bent, like he had been struck and collapsed: his limbs were all at angles, and his curly dark hair obscured his face. It was the exact image that I had seen in Molloy’s mind, all that time ago in Kestrel’s office.
I leaped down the last stair step and sprinted across the carpeted floor. My foot twisted as it crunched a toy hydro car hidden in the gloom, making me stumble the last three feet before reaching his side.
Raf’s chest rose and fell, once, very slowly.






 

I sank to my knees on the carpet next to Raf, barely able to think with the emotion flooding my body. My hands shook as I brushed back the curls that had fallen across his eyes. His face wasn’t peaceful, just blank, but there wasn’t any pain etched on it either. Even in the murky light of the basement, I could see he was pale and his lips were cracked with dehydration. He had been unconscious for over a week, so I didn’t know why I expected anything different. He must have been in this position all that time, and that couldn’t be a good thing, all twisted up on the floor.
I gently took hold of his shoulders and straightened his body out so that he was lying flat on the floor. His chest rose and fell again, but there was absolutely no other sign of life. Footsteps swished on the carpet behind me, but I ignored them. I reached very slowly into Raf’s mind. All conscious thoughts had been wiped clean, and Molloy had put him so far under that even his unconscious thoughts were still.
If I hadn’t seen people in this state before, put them there myself, I might have panicked. But I knew I only had to wake him up. Slowly, gently, I sped up his heart and breathing just a tiny bit, to rouse him from the coma. I couldn’t help touching him, running my fingertips along his chilled cheek to reassure myself that he was really here, alive, breathing. His body shifted ever so slightly, and his head moved, seeking my touch again. I cradled his cheek in my hand.
I could have jacked him harder, brought him around quicker, but I was afraid to go too fast after he had been unconscious so long. Raf’s mind climbed out of the deep fog that held it. Someone hovered over me, probably my dad, but he hung back. Raf moaned, a weak sound that made my breath catch, and his eyelids fluttered but didn’t open.
I leaned down close to his face, kissed his cheek, and whispered, “Raf, it’s me. I’m here. Wake up.”
He moved toward the sound of my voice and our cheeks brushed. I tucked my hands under his heavy, near-unconscious body and pulled him slightly off the floor in a fierce hug. My lips were still near his ear. “Please, Raf, wake up.”
He stirred in my arms and I reluctantly released him. When I pulled back, his eyes finally opened, deep brown and gorgeous and staring up at me. His mind was a swirl of confusion. He tried to swallow, his throat no doubt parched.
My grin was a mile wide. “It’s okay,” I said, answering his unspoken thoughts. “It’s all right now, I’ve found you, everything’s going to be okay now.” I was babbling and I didn’t care. I ran my fingertips along his cheek again, but this time he frowned and pulled back.
My hand froze.
Raf pulled in a ragged breath, as if his lungs were catching up with the rest of his slowly waking body, then he grimaced and struggled to inch away from me. His eyes widened as he realized how weak he was.
What… what happened to me? Who are you?
His thoughts turned my insides into a solid chunk of ice.
My dad handed me a paper cup of water over my shoulder. I fumbled for it, then held it out to Raf, but he just eyed it.
It’s okay. It’s only water.
You need it. My hand shook as I set the cup in front of him. He watched me carefully, then his eyes landed on the tangled lines of the tattoo on my wrist. Confusion still gripped his mind, but thirst drove him to reach for the cup. When he saw the same tattoo on his own wrist, he jerked back, dropping the cup and holding his wrist away from his body, like it no longer belonged to him.
What have you done to me? He was awash in the blind terror of someone who has woken up in a basement with no memory and no strength to do anything about it. My mouth worked but there were no words. Raf didn’t know me. Didn’t remember me. Was afraid of me.
The ice core inside me cracked and shattered into million pieces.
What did Molloy do?
I shut my eyes and dove into Raf’s mind, searching. There was no memory of running through Jackertown together. No memory of our last phone call. No recognition that I had finally come for him. I pushed deeper. Did he remember the diner? No. Did he remember all the times he kissed me, the times he touched me and told me he loved me? No. Nothing but giant blank spots where his memories of me had been. I tunneled deeper, before we were a mindreader and mindjacker, when we were just kids. There had to be something, somewhere. Some trace of me. What about the times we had played soccer together? What about junior high, when we passed notes in the hall? What about the time he stole my scribepad, only to return it with a lock code I spent a week guessing? No. I kept scouring, going farther into the folds of his mind where his earliest memories were locked away forever.
It was gone, all of it. There was one tiny memory left, of when Raf and I met that first day in kindergarten. As far as Raf was concerned, that was the last time he had ever talked to me.
Molloy had stolen Raf’s memories of me. He had stolen me.
A giant hole punched through my chest, whistling the vacuum as it left an empty space where my heart should be. Air sucked out of my body and it grew still.
I pulled out of Raf’s mind and blinked the tears until they ran down my face in a steady stream. He was afraid of me, even though Molloy was the one who had taken a mental scalpel to his memories, slicing and cutting me out of his life.
I sprang to my feet and whirled around. Julian and Sasha had Molloy parked on the bottom step of the stairwell. Their gazes flitted back and forth between Raf and me. They might not understand, but Molloy knew exactly what he had done. I rushed at Molloy, but my dad’s hands caught me by the waist, gentle but firm.
I struggled against his grip. “Give them back!” I yelled at Molloy, still a dozen feet away. “Give back his memories, you monster!”
Molloy just shook his head and wrung his hands. He looked up from the floor. “I can’t, lassie.” His face was a picture of mourning, as if he actually cared. Julian stared hard at Molloy, shifting closer and placing a hand on Molloy’s shoulder. Molloy started to cry, large tears dripping off his chin. “I wish I could; there’s too much. Too many memories, too much time. I don’t know what possessed me, lass, but I took them all, with no way to remember them for putting back. I never thought I would have need of it, I… I…” Molloy looked like he couldn’t imagine why he would do such a thing.
But I knew. He had done it to hurt me in the worst way possible. He had shredded full of holes the thing I treasured most in the world. The thing that I would rush into a burning building to save. The thing that made Raf the only person to see me for who I really was: the pure goodness of his heart. Molloy stole it. Destroyed it.
“Julian.” My voice was a whimper. “Please. Please make him put it back.”
Julian’s face had already turned two shades darker. His stare would bore a hole into Molloy’s head if it were any stronger. Molloy concentrated on Raf behind me, trying. Tears were a steady stream dripping off his face. Then he just sobbed, his internal agony reduced to mumbled words. “That’s all. All I have. All I can do. The one or two, I’ve put them back. Bits. Pieces. I don’t know how, I can’t do it, I can’t, I can’t…” He collapsed against the railing of the stairwell. Julian gasped and braced himself against the wall. He slowly looked up at me, his face a torment of words he wasn’t saying.
But I already knew. Molloy couldn’t resist Julian. If he could fix it, he would have. It was truly gone, all the memories of me. Gone except for the fragments Molloy could remember from a week ago or whenever he tore apart my boyfriend’s mind.
Molloy’s sobs were the only sound in the room.
I wanted to scream, but the anger was trapped inside me, boiling red and raw. Molloy couldn’t steal Raf from me; I wouldn’t allow it. I would give Raf back all of his memories, everything that Molloy had taken from him. From us.
I stumbled back to Raf and knelt near him, plunging into his mind. He cringed away from me, so I closed my eyes. I couldn’t replace memories that I hadn’t taken in the first place, but maybe I could recreate them, play them like a sim. Rebuild from scratch the life we had, growing up together. I squeezed my eyes tighter, concentrating, trying to remember. The time I kissed him on the couch in the mages’ headquarters was vivid in my mind, so I replayed it, recreating every touch, every emotion. But those memories were mine, not Raf’s. What would it have felt like, from Raf’s perspective? But that quickly got tangled up in my own memories.
An ocean of grief washed over me, threatening to drag me down under the waves.
I fought through the undertow of fear that it wouldn’t work. I replayed the time in the car when he held my hand and told me everything would be okay. I sped ahead to when he kissed me in my bedroom after teasing me about throwing away the stuffed animals he had won. He had loved me then. It was real. I knew it. I had felt it. I had linked into his mind and his every small thought and feeling was open to me. What were his exact thoughts? If only I could remember his exact thoughts! I could replay them again, and he would remember how much he loved me.
Hands landed on my shoulders, and I snapped open my eyes. Raf lay writhing on the floor, the pain of my intrusions torturing his face. I gasped and yanked out of his mind.
What have I done?
My lungs fought for breath and my arms reached for Raf, but the hands on my shoulders were like iron, holding me in place. Keeping me from him. My father’s voice wafted over me, but his words were a million miles away.
“Don’t, Kira,” he said. “You can’t do any more. I’m sorry.”
The pain drained from Raf’s face, but when he opened his eyes, they were wild with fear, and he tried to move his weakened body away from me. Every urge in me cried out to make him come back to me. But whatever thoughts I forced into Raf’s mind, they wouldn’t be his memories, they would be mine.
What Molloy had stolen couldn’t be fixed.
The hole in my chest tore wider. I shook off my father’s hands and struggled up from the floor. It took every ounce of will that I had to turn away from Raf. Molloy leaned against the wall, his large body heaving with sobs. I didn’t dare move closer. My legs were shaking so badly, I didn’t think they would hold me up.
I threw the full force of my rage at Molloy, diving deep into his mind, searching for the place that controlled his heart rate and the stuttered breathing that went with his sobs. He pushed back against my invasion of his mind. Julian’s handling of him to fix Raf didn’t go so far as to allow me to kill him without resistance. In a short moment, he had flung me out again, but it didn’t matter. I had already decided that was too good a fate for him.
Instead, I met Sasha’s stare, hoping he would understand what I wanted. Hoping he would be willing to do it, no matter what he thought of me. He gave me an appraising look, then turned to Julian.
He pushed off the wall and nodded to Sasha. “Please put Mr. Molloy out of his misery.”
Sasha’s face fell blank as he laid a hand on the back of Molloy’s head. Molloy flinched, then his eyes turned glassy, his head slowly slumping forward. Sasha was erasing everything that made Molloy who he was. It would be more thorough than the butchery that Molloy had done on Raf’s memories. More complete, rewriting him permanently into another person. Molloy would be erased, and every part of me felt he deserved every bit of it.
I was glad he would be gone.
If that made me a monster, I didn’t care. I was glad there was something worse than being dead, just so Molloy could experience it.
A shudder rippled through my body. My dad slowly turned me toward him and away from the emptiness of Molloy’s face. He wrapped me in his arms, locking them around me.
Short gasps were all I could pull in. All the hate I had for Molloy disappeared into the hollow space in my chest. Loving me was the worst mistake Raf had ever made.
The only tiny consolation was that now he would never make that mistake again.






 

It had been a week, and no word from Vellus.
I shuffled in the back door of the Dutch Apple and past Mrs. Weissmann in her office, tallying up receipts. She didn’t even look up, her thoughts barely registering that I was late for my shift, then she returned to her work. My feet dragged me through the kitchen as I linked into the minds of the staff, intent on their lunchtime-rush prep. There were a few stray thoughts about their normal lives, but mostly they focused on chopping onions or frying burgers.
I stopped at the employee closet to get my apron and stared at my reflection. My hair was black again, the color it had been before I found myself in Jackertown, on the run from government officials and dangerous jackers. Mrs. Weissmann had let me come back to work even though I’d dropped off the face of the earth for a couple of weeks. My dad wanted me to keep working at the Dutch Apple, for the moment. If Vellus thought I had returned to my normal life in Libertyville, he wouldn’t be so suspicious that we were planning on making a run for it.
My dad said Vellus would call on me to do my public tru-cast announcement when he decided the political time was right. And before he came calling, we needed to be long gone. My dad was making plans for where we could go. Maybe Texas. He thought it would be easier to get lost in the sprawling suburban wilderness that was Austin-Houston. Mr. Trullite would get us new names again and shepherd us through a series of safe houses—places we could stay without a trail of unos or autocabs or camera surveillance being left behind. Beyond that, Mr. Trullite had used up all his favors with the Senator and wouldn’t be able to forestall him.
Of course I had no intention of letting my family go on the run to protect me. I would leave on my own, and soon. I had it all worked out: I would sneak out in the middle of the night, leaving a note on my bed so they wouldn’t think Vellus had kidnapped me. It would tell them not to look for me, because that would only make it easier for Vellus to find me, and I would scrit them from a throwaway phone when I could. I was going to do all of those things before my dad finished making his plans. Before Vellus came calling. Soon.
I just hadn’t managed to make myself leave yet.
If I stuck around long enough, I could get caught in Vellus’s trap and go on his tru-cast to tell the world how dangerous jackers were. How there were jackers out there that would ruin your life, steal it from you, if they could. It would be the truth, after all. Only then jackers everywhere would be after me and my family, not to mention that I would hate myself for the rest of my life. A jacker like Molloy got what he deserved, in rough Jackertown-style justice, but countless innocent jackers would suffer if I gave Vellus the political cover he was craving.
No, I was leaving. Soon. I would have left already, except I wanted to make sure Raf got home okay. I even spied on him a few times just to see that he had recovered from the trauma. I stopped when I couldn’t take the thoughts from his family anymore. The tattoo on my wrist still shone bright red, only now instead of interweaving lines, all I saw were the holes. And the two halves that reached for each other, but never really touched.
I didn’t want to leave, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do. In fact, my brain seemed like it had completely shut down since we found Raf. Or rather since I had lost Raf.
I slid my apron over my head, tying it in back, then tapped the Dutch Apple nameplate until Lucy came up. Through the swing door, the mental volume of the diner notched higher, the readers’ simultaneous conversations bouncing thought waves all over the room. I let it wash over me, like the miniature waves of Lake Michigan. I stood in the threshold and waited for someone to notice me.
No one did.
I had to buy another apron from Mrs. Weissmann, because I’d ruined the first one in the city. The fabric of it was crisp and new against my neck, but I was the same old me in the same disguise. Just a different day. As if nothing had happened. As if I hadn’t lost my best and only true friend in the world.
I sucked in a breath and let it out slow. I couldn’t think about Raf without crying and that wouldn’t be mesh here in the diner. People might wonder why my thoughts didn’t match my face.
Table seven is waiting to order, Tracey thought as she sailed by, flying two plates of fried chicken, one in each hand.
I’m on it. I willed my feet to move away from the swinging door before I caused a traffic jam or a waitress collision.
The couple at table seven couldn’t have been cuter, holding hands with their Second Skin gloves and gazing into each other’s eyes. Their thoughts were almost linked, in spite of not touching, because they were so in tune with each other. The hole that sat in my chest full time whistled like a ghostly wind blowing across an open grave. It literally hurt to watch them, but I gritted my teeth and linked to them, Can I take your order?
Burgers? Yes, burgers! Wait no, what’s the special? I think it’s corned beef? No, the special is the pie, that’s what this place is famous for. We can’t have pie for lunch, that’s silly. I think we should be silly! Pie for lunch!
Their thoughts tumbled over each other, like playful puppies. I almost couldn’t bear it.
I recommend the Dutch Apple, I thought. Everyone loves it.
Apple? I think I like peaches better. Peaches aren’t in season yet. You don’t think? No, no! They’re no good unless they’re from Michigan anyway, and those aren’t in season yet. What about cherry? Wisconsin has great cherries and they have to be in season by now.
I was tempted to jack them both into having the lemon cream pie and loving every bite. I resisted.
Cherry! thought the boy. He was slightly older than Raf. His hair was dark like Raf’s, but without the curls at the tips. His eyes turned up to me, dark chocolate-brown pools filled with happiness, just like Raf’s when he looked at me. The wind whistled a little stronger across the grave in my chest. We’d love to have cherry pie, for both of us! thought Raf.
I blinked. No, not Raf. Just some boy, a reader, who was in love with someone else.
Of course, I answered. I’ll get that right away.
I turned away from the table and nearly ran into Tracey gliding past. As I recovered, the thought waves in the room sharpened and shifted as a tru-cast came on the corner screen. I had figured Mrs. Weissmann would have tossed out the screen by now, but apparently no. Angry red words inched across the bottom. Senator Vellus with his gleaming white teeth dazzled the young tru-cast reporter who was interviewing him.
There was a breach in a high-security containment facility downtown last week, Vellus thought. I was just now informed of it, but I wanted to assure the people of Chicago New Metro that the Chicago Jacker Police Detail have every officer looking for these escaped prisoners.
The vast amount of lying that Vellus seemed capable of still stunned me. The reporter’s doe eyes went wider. Do you think there’s a danger to reader-citizens in the suburban New Metro areas? she asked. Is it possible that these dangerous jackers will leave the city?
Well, I don’t want to alarm anyone, Vellus thought. But that’s certainly possible.
The acrid taste of fear rippled through the Dutch Apple. Of course Vellus was trying to alarm everyone. That was the whole point of disclosing this supposed breakout of dangerous jackers. Unless there was some other radical group breaking in and out of Kestrel’s facility, I was pretty sure he was referring to me and Julian and the other mages.
Can you tell us about this Jacker Police Detail? the tru-cast reporter asked. Are they specially trained in dealing with jackers?
Yes, they are. Vellus beamed, apparently excited to talk about his new toy. They have all the latest anti-jacker technology at their disposal and with the new laws that our representatives in Springfield have had the foresight to pass, they have even more flexibility to apprehend these criminals.
It’s a good thing the Vellus Detention Center is up and running, thought the tru-caster. I assume that’s where the jackers will be housed, when they are apprehended?
I looked away from the screen. The news transfixed every patron of the Dutch Apple. The bitter tastes of fear and anger flavored their minds, along with the sour-milk taste of outright hate. But that wasn’t what made my stomach twist in knots. The time when Vellus would ask me to join him in his anti-jacker campaign seemed to be rushing at me.
I stuffed that fear down while I stumbled to the pie rotisserie and tugged out the cherry pie. I carved two slices, dished them, and was carrying them back to table seven when the quiet bell on the door chimed, and Raf walked through the door into the diner.
I stopped in my tracks and stared at him, which was possibly the dumbest thing I could do. He stared back, frozen in place, torn between turning around and coming all the way into the diner. His thoughts of shock and anger drew the collective mental attention of the diner patrons away from Vellus’s anti-jacker rambling.
Right to the jacker in their midst.
A pie plate crashed on the floor next to my foot, and the sound jarred me out of my fog. I turned and dashed into the kitchen, still holding the second pie plate. I set it down on the counter and wove my way through the staff, trying not to cause any more breakage on my way out. The staff parted before me, then turned toward the kitchen door.
“Kira!”
I lurched to a stop. Raf had followed me into the kitchen. I slowly turned to face him.
“That’s your name, isn’t it?” His voice was cold and split the air. The staff froze, their faces shocked at the spoken language that filled the kitchen. Tracey had followed Raf and stood stunned in the swing doorway.
I didn’t answer. The entire diner now knew I was a jacker. How I could fix this? Could I jack Raf to walk back out? I would have to jack everyone else too, tamper with their memories, erase the last minute of time from their lives.
The hair raised on the back of my head. I could do it if I had to.
When I didn’t say anything, Raf mumbled, “I remember some things.” What did he remember? My heart nearly exploded with hope. Maybe a remnant that Molloy had implanted had driven him here. Maybe it wasn’t just chance.
Louder, he said, “But my parents explained everything to me.” His words sliced the hope into shreds. “They explained how you’ve been controlling me all along. Making me love you.” He grimaced. “What kind of monster are you, that you would mess with someone that way?”
I wanted to tell him it was a lie. The truth was that he had loved me. But those words would only hurt him. And me. Because they were no longer true.
“I keep remembering these things…” He pressed the heel of his hand to his head. “These snippets that I don’t understand! I can’t help it if I end up places where you happen to be. I don’t want to…” He searched for the words. “…stumble across you in my life.” He pointed a finger, like he wanted to stab me with it. “I don’t want you controlling me anymore!”
My lips trembled, but I pinched them tight and spun around, nearly mowing down tiny Mrs. Weissmann in her tied-up tight gray bun.
“You!” Mrs. Weissmann said, making me nearly jump out of my skin. For a split second, I thought she was yelling at me, but she shook her tiny fist at Raf. “Get outen my kitchen!”
Raf glared at her, then stomped his way out of the diner. The bell crashed when the door flew open and made a tiny ding when it slowly closed. The kitchen staff stared at Mrs. Weissmann and me. My mouth worked, but I came up with nothing to say.
She turned her back on me and stalked to her office.
The kitchen eased back into its normal motions. Silence fell as everyone returned to mindtalking. I didn’t bother linking into their heads—the look on Tracey’s face, still standing by the swing door, told me what they were thinking. Unless I was going to erase all of their memories, I could never come back to the diner. And there was no point in erasing their memories, unless I tracked down Raf and erased his too.
Which I didn’t even consider.
I forced my legs to walk down the hall to Mrs. Weissmann’s office. Raf not only forgot he loved me—he believed the lies that his parents told him. I shouldn’t have expected any less. It was just my spectacular bad luck that he ended up in the diner and outted me to Mrs. Weissmann’s patrons. I should have left sooner—that way Mrs. Weissmann wouldn’t have to pay the price for employing a jacker.
I stood in her doorway. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Weissmann.”
“Sorry?” she said. “What do you have to be sorry for? That boy should be sorry! Coming into my kitchen and causing a scene! He’s a strubblich bum, nothing more.” She coughed to clear the roughness from her throat. It was the first time I had heard her speak out loud. Her Pennsylvania Dutch accent was even stronger verbally than it was mentally.
“I’m sorry I lied to you,” I said even quieter. “I’m sorry…” I gestured to the kitchen down the hall. “I’m sorry that people will think badly of you for hiring a jacker.”
“Sorry, sorry, sorry.” She waved her hand at me as if fanning away my words. “Enough of dis sorry. One does what one has to, Kira. You wait tables. I pay you. There’s no need for sorry.”
She had called me Kira. I smiled through the pain that was tearing the hole in my heart wider. It was the first time she had used my name. The first time I had known for sure that she knew who I was. When did she know? Did it matter? It didn’t seem to matter to her. Mrs. Weissmann would keep me on, let me earn money for my family because she knew we needed it. Even if I was a jacker. Even if everyone knew it. A peculiar shame burned my cheeks, like I didn’t deserve her kindness.
I slowly untied my apron. Even though Mrs. Weissmann meant well, I was done with other people paying the price for who I was. I pulled the apron over my head and bunched it up until I found the nameplate among the folds of fabric. I tapped it several times, scrolling through the names. Not finding the one I wanted, I jacked into the mindware interface and scrit a new name.
Kira.
I handed the wadded up apron and nameplate to her.
“Thank you, Mrs. Weissmann,” I said. “For being a good friend.”
She frowned, but took the apron from me. “It’s not right.” Her voice was soft. “What this criker Vellus is doing.”
I nodded.
It wasn’t right, and it would get worse. Because, ultimately, Vellus was right. Jackers and readers couldn’t coexist. They couldn’t love one another. They would hate and fight and with someone like Vellus leading the way, the dangers of being a jacker—or a jacker sympathizer—would only get more extreme. It wouldn’t only be dangerous for good-hearted people like Mrs. Weissmann who intentionally hired me to work in her diner. It would be dangerous for anyone I rooked into thinking I was a reader.
I walked out the back door of the Dutch Apple and pulled out my phone to hail an autocab. A few minutes later, it whispered up to the dumpsters behind the diner. I fed it every last uno that I had from tips, climbed in, and set an autopath for the lake. I didn’t look back as the Dutch Apple got swallowed up in the endless, winding suburban streets.
The bright afternoon sun glared the windows, making it difficult to see the thin stretch of beach. Weeds and blown trash snarled the sand, which rose and fell in mounds tufted with grass. This was where Raf and I would have come, if we could. If the world hadn’t gone demens.
If things were different.
Different? Raf’s voice rang in my memories. Different how? He had wanted to know why I wouldn’t kiss him, that long ago day in the chem lab, when I still thought I would be a zero my whole life. When I thought not reading minds like everyone else was the worst thing that could happen to me. I should have kissed him and not cared what other people thought.
Instead, I said, If I was different. It was the only truth I could tell him then. If I was different, things would have been different between us. But all my wishful thinking hadn’t changed the world one bit, and now I was the only one who remembered that moment—Raf’s version was lost forever.
I pressed my hand to the autocab window, peering through my fingers at the weak waves lapping the shore. The beach was just as unreachable as it had ever been.
People like Vellus and Kestrel and that diner full of readers would never let me pretend I was someone I wasn’t. No matter where I ran, no matter how well I hid, I would always be in danger of being found out. I could leave my family behind, but anyone else—any friends I dared to make, any employer I tricked into hiring me—they would always be in danger of getting caught in the cross fire when my past caught up to me. There would always be the threat of dangerous jackers or ruthless reader politicians dropping in and ruining their lives. Running away would only delay the inevitable.
There was only one place I could go where that wouldn’t be true.
One place where I would have no danger of running into Raf ever again. Where I wouldn’t be alone and I wouldn’t have to hide. Vellus was right: the future would be a fight. It would be readers versus jackers, and with Vellus’s anti-jacker crusade, Kestrel’s experimental torture chambers, and more and better anti-jacker technology, jackers would lose.
Unless they decided to fight to win.
I jacked into the mindware interface of the autocab and set a different autopath.
The autocab flew past businessmen hurrying between skyscrapers on their way to the next appointment in their normal lives. The demens wandered out in the open, the spring air fresh with the potential of warm days to come. The towers of the city shrank as the autocab wound away from downtown. It slowed as it neared the end of the autopath. The sunshine had drawn out the changelings, and they perched on the steps of Myrtle’s brownstone, watching me go by.
I sent my dad a scrit to let him know I was okay, then left the phone in the autocab, so it would be carried far from Jackertown. The door of the mages’ converted factory was brand-new, black with a purplish sheen, like Mr. Trullite’s limo. It looked strange against the crumbling brick of the factory and made a dull thudding sound when I pounded on it. Julian pulled it open, dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt that was scuffed with dirt. He looked like he’d been repairing machinery, grease on his hands and dark marks on his arms.
Or maybe he had been assembling weapons.
His eyebrows flew up. For once, words seemed to fail him as the shock of me showing up on his doorstep took hold. But he didn’t look unhappy to see me. Finally, he said, “Keeper!”
“My name is Kira.”
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Julian’s whispered words drifted past my ears and disturbed the dead quiet of the street, still hushed by the early morning hour.
“You don’t have to do this, Kira.”
I didn’t respond, just leaned into the concrete wall next to him and watched the thin trails of smoke lace the frosty November air. A slow-burn acid was eating through the metal door hinges of the Crawford power plant, and we were close enough that the acrid smell singed my nose.
Julian’s second-in-command, Hinckley, pressed flat against the wall opposite us, huddled tight with his squad of mindjackers in an attack formation. Hinckley’s extreme talent was his ability to manipulate many jackers at once, but it was his military background that made him so valuable to Julian. Some of Hinckley’s men were ex-military as well, bringing their urban-combat training along when they joined Julian’s revolution, but today they were armed with dart guns in accordance with Julian’s no-kill policy for the mission. I reached my mind out to Hinckley, pushing through his tough mindbarrier to link a thought. His mindscent was crisp, like rubbing alcohol, and stung almost as much as the acid.
You ready to do this?
He flicked a look to his men, probably doing a wordless check. Yes, ma’am, came his reply. As soon as the acid is through,
Jameson will take the door and toss the smoke bomb. Then we’ll be right behind you, laying down suppression. Just like we trained. His fingers drummed the barrel of his dart gun but still kept discipline, his trigger finger staying clear until ready to shoot.
My own dart gun was safely tucked in the back of my pants.
“Kira,” Julian said quietly. “I mean it. It’s not too late to do this differently.” I turned to face him in our tight spot against the wall, and his words floated on a ghost of breath that caressed the air between us. A familiar tug inside wanted me to breathe in his soft words and drink in the concerned look in his glacier-blue eyes. I almost leaned closer to him, but it wouldn’t be mesh to hug Julian right before an op. Or any time, really. I blinked and focused on the flak jacket snugged tight over his ultralite winter coat. It wasn’t mesh to whisper in front of a door we were about to break down, either, but Julian’s extreme jacking ability included mental defenses that scared up my worst nightmares, so linking in to his mind wasn’t an option.
I kept my voice low. “You want this to be a covert operation, right?” If the Feds knew we had taken the plant, they would send a battalion of jack police to take it back. “Someone needs to stop the staff from calling for help. Last I checked, you don’t have any other jackers who can run up two floors to the control room in under three seconds.”
The Crawford plant was three stories of crumbling red brick on the outside, but inside, a state-of-the art hydrogenerator pumped life-giving power to Jackertown. Unfortunately, the mindreaders held the plant, and with winter creeping up on us, they could shut down Julian’s revolution simply by turning off the power and freezing us out. We needed to get in, scribe the twenty workers into being jacker-friendly subversives, and get out before anyone suspected a thing. But a mindwave disruptor shield encased the building, which meant they expected an attack, or at least were prepared for one. Inside, they would have anti-jacker helmets, conventional weapons, and whatever jacker-tuned technology the government had cooked up in the last three months.
 “Once we take out the door,” Julian said, “we’ll be past the shield and able to jack anyone on the first floor. You can hold back, wait for us to clear the room. Then, with your extended reach, you can stop anyone inside the plant.”
“Unless they’ve got helmets,” I said. “Then it’ll take time to fight our way in, time we don’t have. They’ll be shooting bullets at us, Julian, not tranq darts.”
“Which is precisely why I don’t want you charging in first.”
“And precisely why you need me to get to the control room fast. If they’ve got helmets, the only way to stop them from alerting the Feds is to go up and knock on their door.”
It was the same argument we had back at the headquarters of Julian’s Jacker Freedom Alliance while planning the operation. An argument Julian had lost when I convinced his twin sister, Anna—who was in charge of all JFA operations and more Attila the Hun than Julian would ever be—that my nascent ability to hyper-control my own mind meant we could take the plant with a low profile and minimum casualties the way Julian wanted.
“What if you’re not fast enough?” Julian asked.
I couldn’t exactly outrun a bullet in my hyped-up state, but it would be difficult to track me with a gun, especially if Hinckley and his men did their part and gave me some cover.
 “You worry about your part of the op,” I said. “I’ll worry about mine.” I was part of the assault force, with Sasha and Julian bringing up the rear as the support team. As much as Julian seemed to worry about me, Sasha was more important to the operation. He was the only one who could scribe the workers, permanently rewriting their minds so they would be jacker sympathizers. But he needed to touch them to do it. “Just get Sasha up to the control room as fast as you can. I don’t want to go through all this for nothing.”
 “What if your blowback hits before you’ve disabled the crew?”
He simply wasn’t giving up.
“Then make sure you’re not late.”
Julian sighed and looked like he was holding himself back. From a hug? More likely, he wanted to shake some sense into me. I closed my eyes and pretended to start the meditation routine that helped me enter my hyped-up state. I used to think that thoughts of inappropriate hugs were just a leftover from when Julian used his ability to “handle” my instincts—my mating instinct, to be precise—to make me fall in love with him for about ten seconds. That feeling kept surging back, days and weeks after we escaped from Agent Kestrel’s cells.
I thought maybe Julian had done something permanent to my brain.
Then I realized nearly everyone in the JFA had intense feelings when it came to Julian, and it wasn’t due to his handler abilities. He drew them in with the words he used, the things he did. He was setting up schools for the changelings we rescued, bringing the mindjacker clans together, creating a future for jackers seemingly out of thin air. Members of the JFA were fiercely loyal, every last one of us willing to die for him and the cause. I first noticed it in my fellow long-distance jacker and best friend, Ava—the shine in her eyes, the way her face turned radiant when she spoke about Julian. It looked a lot like love. My eyes probably shone when I looked at Julian too.
That didn’t mean we were in love with him.
Real love wasn’t just instinctual attraction or passionate loyalty to a charismatic leader. Real love was the way Ava gazed at her boyfriend Sasha, like she lived on the air he breathed. And Sasha looked at her like she was his reason to keep breathing. Being in love was something I used to have until a jacker named Molloy shredded the memories of my boyfriend Raf, leaving a hole in my heart that still whistled, cold and empty. Only a few things quieted the ache. Focusing on a mission. Shooting a target into oblivion at the practice range. Meditating myself into that hyper state where I could do impossible things.
I was jerked out of my ruminations by Julian tugging on my flak jacket. I pushed my combat helmet back off my forehead. My hair was getting long again, making it slide way too much. Julian avoided my stare as he tightened the straps of my jacket.
Any tighter and I wouldn’t be able to breathe. “Easy, boss. I’m pretty sure the bullets can’t sneak in the side.”
He pulled the strap one more time. “Be careful, keeper,” he said softly, then fixed his gaze on the door over my shoulder. Julian hadn’t called me keeper in a long time, not since I showed up on his doorstep, ready to join his revolution. Maybe he really was worried. The tug inside demanded my attention again, and I almost reached out to reassure him, but Hinckley’s hand signal saved me from it.
Hinckley pointed to Jameson, who had shifted in front of the door. The wisps of smoke from the acid had trailed to nothing, and the dawning sun glinted off the barrel of the battering ram as Jameson held it at the ready. Sasha stood slightly back from Julian, and in spite of the stone-cold look on Sasha’s face, his normally dark skin had paled to almost gray. Scribing twenty people was no small feat. His deep brown eyes used to seem empty to me, soulless, but now I knew they held more souls than he could count.
 I brushed against his mindbarrier, and he let me in. Are you all right? His normal potpourri mindscent, a trace reminder from every soul he had ever scribed, was laced with a sour tinge of anxiety.
I will be. He gently nudged me out of his mind. I didn’t press back. He didn’t need me in his head, distracting him from the task ahead.
I closed my eyes again, needing to clear my mental decks for real this time. Julian’s sister, Anna, had helped train me in relaxation and meditation techniques, in between pushups and hand-to-hand close-combat drills. I imagined going down a mental elevator, floor by floor, slowly breathing in on the count and out on the pause. I quickly passed the thinking centers of my mind, sinking deeper to the parts that controlled heart rate and breathing. Below them were vast networks, like a mass of spaghetti, that orchestrated every function in my body. I was convinced that Sasha worked on this level most of the time, but I hadn’t figured out how he did his scribing thing. Yet.
Focus. Breathe in. Breathe out.
I searched for the thread I needed, the one that would change every muscle strand in my body from slow-twitch to fast. The ratio of fast- and slow-twitch muscles was set at birth, although athletes (illegally) used gene therapies to enhance it. What they took serums for, I could trigger with a simple thought. Which meant I could move, well, fast. Faster than should be humanly possible, even with gene therapy and a ton of training.
I would pay the price for it later.
I plucked the neural string that sent the signal. It zinged through my body, racing chemicals and rapid-fire electrical impulses to every muscle. They quivered with the sudden conversion to fast-twitch. I catapulted out of the depths of my brain, pumping up my adrenaline on the way. The conversion would last until I triggered a reversal, but the adrenaline boost would help my muscles handle the speed for longer.
I opened my eyes. Hinckley was waiting for my signal. I gave a shaky, jerking nod, clenching my jaw shut so my teeth wouldn’t rattle. My fingertips gripped the rough concrete wall, anchoring me until it was time. My entire body vibrated with the need to run, to purge this speed that was coiled in my muscles like electricity in a bottle.
Jameson slammed the door open with one loud bang of the battering ram, and it acted like a starter gun going off. My body broke loose and shot through the doorway like a bullet screaming from a sniper rifle. The adrenaline keyed up some senses—my peripheral vision and balance—and dimmed others, notably my hearing. I heard the smoke grenade chitter behind me and detonate, but then I moved into a cone of silence. The smoke was too slow to obscure my passage as I raced past two helmeted guards toward the stairwell on the far side of the room. Human reaction time was about two-tenths of a second—by the time they could move, I had already blurred across the floor.
I tore through the doorway and leaped up the metal-grated stairs, taking several steps with each bound. My senses slowed further, and I saw where each foot would fall right before it hit. Something shoved me in the back, making me over rotate and slam into the wall at the top of the stairs. I was going so fast, I literally bounced off. The recoil carried me to the next flight. I pivoted, my toes barely kissing the ground before I flew up the next set of stairs, no time to think about what had just happened.
Beats counted in my head. My heart was a slow drum roll tolling through my body and pounding out the seconds. One: in the building and up the first flight. Two: for the next three flights. Three: and I was at the top of the stairwell, on the third floor, hurtling through the door of the control room. Half a dozen middle-aged men in stiff-collared shirts stood by their screens, manipulating the mindware interfaces. One had a phone to his ear and a wild-eyed look. I ran straight into him, not slowing in the slightest.
He never saw me coming.
We fell together. His phone skittered across the floor and cracked against the wall. My momentum carried me over his head, and I flipped and landed on my back on the concrete floor. I bounced a couple of times before the energy of my body was spent, and I lay sprawled, face up on the floor. My muscles still full of fast-twitch action, I flipped over onto my hands and feet. The toes of my running shoes gained traction on the smooth floor, and I was ready to charge again, like a wild bull hyped on frothy anger. Which probably wasn’t far from the truth.
The downed power-plant worker lay motionless and the others gaped at us, stunned. They all had anti-jacker helmets. Six against one. Even a raging bull was going to have problems with that. I jerked up from the floor, pulled out my dart gun, and started shooting. I got four, but the last two came behind me and grabbed my shoulder and gun hand. My shot clattered against the screens. Anna’s close-combat training kicked in. I curled the gun in close to my chest, pulling the guy holding it forward, then drove my other elbow into the second guy’s body. He huffed stale coffee breath over my shoulder. I whipped that same elbow over his bent head and around to catch the first guy across the chin. His head flung to the side. The momentum of the strike rotated me out of his hold, and he staggered under the blow.
I shot them both at close range and they dropped at my feet.
I slowly lowered my weapon, quivering from head to toe. If they hadn’t been practically on top of me, I would have missed them. Footsteps clanged up the stairs, which my brain cycled through as strange. The steps didn’t make noise before, which meant my hearing was coming back. I aimed my gun at the door. My hand shook so badly that I actually missed Julian as he came through. He ducked, far too late, screeched to a stop, and held up his hands.
He watched me lower the gun, took in the bodies around me, then hurried into the control room. “Did you tranq them all?” He eyed the bodies as if he expected them to pop up off the floor.
I nodded in a jerky motion I hoped he would see was a yes. My lungs gasped for the oxygen they had neglected to use in the mere seconds I had taken to fly in here and disable the command center. I shook too much to speak, so I turned and gestured to the plant workers at my feet.
“What the—” Julian cursed behind me. I tried to turn, but he held my shoulder and dug into the back of my flak jacket. A dull throb of pain raced between my shoulder blades, and I wanted to ask what he was doing, but my brain was starting to cloud. I felt it coming: the blowback. The moment when all my muscles would scream their fatigue at once and lose the cohesion that allowed me to stay upright.
Julian turned me around and held out a small and coppery lump. It looked like a smashed bullet. “They shot you.”
His face turned darker than its normal creamy-brown color. I couldn’t answer him and wondered if he was mad at me, like it was somehow my fault that I got shot. I tried to work up a suitably sarcastic response, but the blackness rushed my brain all at once. My vision went first, and gravity pulled me through a vacuum of the senses, devoid of light and sound and feeling.
I had just one thought: I hoped Julian would catch me before I cracked my head on the cement floor.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Ava and I camped out on the roof, our yoga mats laid side by side. We faced each other, cross-legged, as though we were about to meditate. Which was partially true.
I slowly twisted myself into a lotus position, rotating my hips like Ava had taught me until I reached it. Every muscle in my body ached, even the ones behind my ears, between my toes, and tiny, screaming muscles in the crooks of my arms that I didn’t know existed. I had tortured them into superhuman feats in the assault on the power station this morning, and now they were paying me back.
It was totally worth it.
The mission was a success. Sasha scribed all twenty-three employees of the Crawford power plant into being jacker sympathizers who would never turn the lights out on Jackertown, no matter who ordered it. We left a JFA member behind as an undercover staff member and even repaired the door on our way back out. Well, someone did, probably Sasha, given his handiness with a welder and distaste for broken things. I was passed out from the blowback and they had to carry me home. At least I had managed to keep the mission covert. Even Julian acknowledged as much. When I woke up a couple of hours later, sprawled on my bunk in the converted door factory that still served as the JFA headquarters, he was by my side. He had resumed the normal calm and attentive demeanor that made everyone love him, leaving me no chance to formulate a witty jab about him being mad at me for getting shot.
I relaxed into the lotus pose, stretching the muscle strain out of my body, but I couldn’t help wincing as the bruise from the bullet moaned its complaint. Julian’s worries weren’t entirely unfounded. It was a good thing I had been wearing a flak jacket.
“How are you feeling?” Ava asked. Her rail-thin body seemed to be holding her lotus position effortlessly.
“Like I’ve been run over by a tank,” I said. “With a couple kidney punches for good measure.”
She nodded. A tuft of her long, blond hair lifted with the breeze and she tucked it back. My ultralite coat warded off the cold wind that gusted up from the streets of Jackertown below and brought the tempting smell of bacon from someone’s late-morning breakfast. My stomach grumbled, even though I had already fed it a huge post-blowback meal.
Ava’s gaze drifted to my upper left arm where my jacket covered a giant purplish bruise, another souvenir from the mission. The momentum of the bullet had shoved me into the wall, giving me two bruises for the price of one.
“We don’t have to do this now, Kira,” Ava said. “We can try again tomorrow.”
“No, no, I was just whining. I’m fine.”
She dipped her chin to peer at me. Her normally soft blue eyes were sharp with skepticism, and it clashed with the graceful lotus pose she held.
“Really,” I said. I didn’t want her to back out of our search today. We’d already had to skip a couple of days to prep for the mission and every day I wasn’t looking for Kestrel was a day further away from killing him.
The war had begun in earnest four months ago, when Julian finally got his chance to blow up the gate to Agent Kestrel’s secret facility and rescue the changelings Kestrel tormented there. Julian’s Jacker Freedom Alliance had been born on that day—we liberated hundreds of jackers and swelled the ranks of the JFA overnight, bringing all the clans of Jackertown together—but Kestrel had slipped away again.
Ever since then, I had been honing my jacking skills and marksmanship, imagining a hundred different ways I could kill him. Way #13: a long mindjacked walk off Navy Pier. Way #65: death by choking on his own spit from cyanide poisoning.
Way #52: slow death by asphyxiation from a blow to the Adam’s apple. It was probably wrong to have that one be my favorite, but I didn’t care. One way or another, when the time came, I would be ready.
And Kestrel would finally be dead.
“We’ll keep our search short today, okay?” I said, trying to smile away Ava’s concern. “Only a few sweeps and then we’ll try again tomorrow.”
Ava nodded her acceptance of my compromise. We both closed our eyes. I had to dive into my mind to do my part, and she needed to calm hers to allow me in.
Early on, when I had managed to fight off Kestrel’s tranquilizer by ramping up my heart rate, I discovered I could manipulate my own mind. But I really had no idea of the depth of that ability. Over the last four months, I had explored and strengthened it. I was still finding new skills, but the most useful discovery was one of the first. When Kestrel wanted jackers hyped up to the fullest expression of their abilities in his experiments, he used jacker-specific adrenaline to boost them. It was the same stuff Julian had in his med-patches. I could trigger its production in my own body by following a particular neural pathway, like a street map that pointed the way to the Shot of Adrenaline department in my mind. I had used it before to amp up my endurance when I was SuperFastGirl.
And I could do it for other jackers, too.
I slowly breathed in and out, concentrating as I hunted down the right neural spot and dosed myself with a little adrenaline to help with the search. The chemical coursed through my body and eased some of the achiness of this morning’s mission, but I wouldn’t push it too much—one blowback per twenty-four hours was plenty.
Ava couldn’t jack into my head—no one could, at least no one so far had been successful—but I could reach into hers. Ava’s mindbarrier was weak, easy to push through, but I took care to be gentle. Her strawberry mindscent lingered at the back of my throat as I repeated the steps, finding her adrenaline release center and dosing her, only stronger. Outwardly, the two of us were the picture of a couple of Buddhist monks, calmly holding the lotus position on our mats. Inwardly, the quiver of excess adrenaline shook my too-full stomach, and Ava had to be feeling it even more strongly. Soon we would look more like junkies hyped up on some kind of psychedelic drug.
A small price for the possibility of finding Kestrel.
My unenhanced reach was at most a few thousand feet, double that with an adrenaline dose, but even unenhanced, Ava could reach for tens of miles. Enhanced, she could touch Wisconsin, a hundred miles away. When I synced my abilities with hers, our reach was… well, we hadn’t exactly tested the limits. We had tried to pay a visit to Senator Vellus—mindreading politician and the country’s most avowed hater of jackers—in his office in Springfield, two hundred miles from Chicago. We hadn’t made it past the mindwave disruptor shield surrounding the capitol building, but it had been fun to try.
Syncing my mindfield with Ava’s was tricky. There was a natural resistance when one jacker mind encountered another: the strong could invade the weak, or two minds of equal strength might fight, like oil wrestling with vinegar. But merging was a foreign idea. 
Are you ready? I asked Ava, wanting to be sure.
Don’t tax yourself, Kira. But yes, I’m ready.
I was more worried about taxing her. Her jacking skills were almost nonexistent, but when we synced, my jacking ability carried over. It seemed to be rough on her, leaving her already too-thin body drained of its normal spark.
I slowly eased our minds outside the confines of Ava’s head and toward the street. Everyday life rambled below us. Changelings played while on break from their lessons and training sessions. Contractors traded mindjack favors between the Clans, respecting Julian’s ban on trafficking with mindreaders. JFA patrols neglected their duties at the perimeter of Jackertown, curling smoke from their cigarettes and chatting instead.
I pulled Ava’s mindfield along, reaching for one of the minds below. We needed something to focus on to sync up our mindfields properly before casting out for the larger search. I heard Ava pull in a long breath and let it out slow. Her mind relaxed, and the moment we synced, a tremor rippled through my body.
Ready? Ready? Our thoughts vibrated together.
Let’s go. Let’s go.
We reached past the edge of Jackertown, skipping over the vast ring of abandoned brownstones and businesses that comprised a buffer zone of sorts between downtown, where mindreaders still commuted to work, and the suburbs where they lived. A hundred years ago, before the change, this part of the city was a vibrant mix of people living in stacked apartment complexes along bustling train lines. Then all our leftover medications, flushed into the water and forgotten, brewed into something new: a cocktail that triggered a change in our brains. The world quickly filled with mindreaders, and that was when the depopulation started. Mindreaders could tolerate the close quarters of skyscrapers for work and play, but no one wanted to hear their neighbor’s thoughts in their sleep. People fled to the wide-open spaces of the suburbs, and much of the city was abandoned to the demens, people driven mad by the adolescent change into mindreaders.
Dipping into the minds of the demens was dizzying at best and gut-wrenching at worst, so we took care to avoid them. We normally started our spiraling search for shield-protected facilities in downtown Chicago. Some important government buildings had them, like the mayor’s office, but we were looking for something out of place, like Kestrel’s secret facility we had destroyed over the summer. Of course, we would love to find Kestrel himself, but our luck wasn’t the kind that would drop him into our laps without a helmet. But finding a shield-protected facility where it didn’t belong was a step in the right direction.
A cluster of helmeted minds on the move caught our notice. We scanned the un-helmeted minds nearby for information—the entourage was Senator Vellus’s. What was the senator doing in Chicago? He spent most of his time in the capitol building in Springfield, when he wasn’t working the Senate floor in Washington DC, promoting his anti-jacker agenda.
My eyes popped open to look at Ava. The surprise registered on her face as well, but her eyes remained closed, holding tight onto our mental merge. I closed my eyes again, careful not to break our link.
Can we take Vellus? Maybe jack a passerby to go after him? No, they’re too well guarded, plus they’re on the move. Our synced thoughts twined around each other, asking and answering our own questions. Let’s follow them for a while. See where he’s going. Maybe he’ll take off his helmet—
“Meditation on the roof?” Anna’s voice broke into our thoughts, snapping our mind sync apart. “Isn’t it a little cold for that?” Breaking the connection meant we couldn’t reach as far we could on our own, especially me. My mindfield whipped back to my head like an overstretched rubber band, adding mental soreness to the physical fatigue that still prodded my body with dull sticks of pain.
I cracked open my eyes to look up at Julian’s sister, the glare of the morning sun making me squint. Anna towered over us with her fists on her hips. Her straight hair hung to her shoulders like a sheet of black rain. She had the same creamy-brown skin and intense blue eyes as her twin brother, Julian, but while Julian’s face was usually warm and inviting (unless he was mad at me), Anna’s was almost always drawn as sharp as the knives she liked to throw in our training area downstairs.
“There are usually less interruptions up here,” I said, which was as much as I could complain about it. Anna didn’t know that Ava and I were searching for Kestrel. No one did, not even Julian. It was my own private obsession. One that Ava indulged me in because she was mesh that way. She understood how much it fed and quieted the aching hole left inside me from losing Raf. I knew she pitied me from the time I spent in her mind, but it was in a kindhearted way. I understood why Sasha loved her so deeply.
Ava did the searches not to find Kestrel, but to help me.
Anna wouldn’t understand, and Julian… well, I didn’t want him to think I had gone demens. He trusted me, confided in me. Hinckley was his second-in-command, but I was his friend-in-chief. If he knew I was obsessing over Kestrel, he would worry, and he already did too much of that.
 “Sorry to interrupt.” Anna glanced at Ava, then back to me. “Kira, can we talk?”
Anna and I both had impenetrable minds, which meant I couldn’t just link in to her head to make this discussion private. And Anna wasn’t much of a “talker,” so this must be important. I frowned an apology to Ava, who smiled brightly and climbed off her mat. She rolled it up and tucked it under her arm, then glided in that light-stepped way of hers to the stairwell. I unfolded gingerly from my lotus pose, stood, and took my time rolling my mat, waiting until Ava was out of earshot.
The stairwell door slowly swung shut. “What’s up?” I asked Anna, searching for something I had done to make her angry, but coming up empty. She had been in favor of my part in the mission, and it had gone well.
“Kira, I want to take you off mission duty.” Anna’s face was the picture of a commander in control, yet her tone had an unusual softness underneath.
“What?” Fear gripped my vocal chords and hiked up my voice. I needed to be in operations the way I needed to search for Kestrel. “Why? Because of the blowback? I’m fine, really. It’s not that big of a deal, but if you want, next time I won’t push so hard.”
“It’s not that.” She shifted from foot to foot and studied the broken pebbles on the concrete rooftop as if the words she was searching for were hidden in the random pattern of stones. Which made no sense. No one made Anna uncomfortable, least of all me.
She finally looked back to me. “You would better serve the cause on the political side of things.”
Suddenly it became clear. “Not you too!” From the moment I joined the JFA, Julian had wanted me on his weekly political talks, which sent waves of revolution rippling across the chat-casts. He urged jackers around the country to join us, successfully building the population of Jackertown to nearly three thousand. I was fully on board with Julian’s revolution, but joining his PR campaign was the last thing I wanted to do.
Anna was a good three inches taller than me and could probably take me in a fight, even if I were hyped up on fast-twitch. But there was no way she was taking me off ops, least of all to do Julian’s chat-casts.
I glared up at her. “I belong on ops, Anna. You know it. Remember last week? With the Fronters?” The Readers’ First Front made more incursions all the time into Jackertown. Their propaganda accused us of everything from baby-stealing to animal worship, and they liked to haul off unsuspecting jackers for their vigilante justice. “If I hadn’t been there, scouting beyond the perimeter, we would have lost someone. Probably several someones, just like last month, when they took an entire patrol near the perimeter.” That one had hit everyone hard. I jabbed a finger at Anna’s camouflage ultralite. “I’ve got skills the JFA needs right now. You know it’s true. You need me on ops.”
“I’m not saying your skills aren’t… useful.” Her face drew tight, like she was forcing the words out. Then her voice became even softer, so unlike her that it made my heart race. “I know you want to do ops, but we don’t always get to do what we want, Kira. Sometimes we have to do what’s needed of us. Although, for you…” She paused, like this part was especially difficult for her to say. “…it’s a little more complicated.”
“What are you talking about?” Now I was genuinely confused. “I would do anything for the JFA!”
“I know,” she said. “I know you would. It’s just that Julian thinks it’s important that you shouldn’t be on ops. And what he thinks matters.” She paused as if this was a grand revelation and not something Julian and I had been quarreling over for months.
“I would do anything for Julian.” I said it flatly, daring her to contradict me.
She didn’t say anything, just shook her head, then ran both hands through her hair, leaving it mussed. Normally, Anna was about as subtle as a right hook. Reading her wasn’t difficult, and she didn’t try to make it so. But today she was a thousand crossed signals that made my head hurt. Or maybe I was still recovering from the blowback. That was possible.
“Julian is important, Kira,” Anna said finally, her voice falling into her familiar command mode, as if Julian were an objective we were going to reach by deploying all our assets. “He’s more important than any of us. Jackers will listen to me, they’ll carry out my orders, but they follow Julian. Do you understand? He’s the heart of the JFA, and we can’t have anything messing that up. We can’t have him distracted by things that aren’t central to the cause. He needs to keep his focus.”
“So what are you saying?” I said. “That I need to go on Julian’s chat-casts because we can’t have him worrying about me on ops?” My chest tightened and triggered a strange light-headed feeling. I couldn’t help it if Julian worried about things he shouldn’t. The op had gone fine, and I had been right after all—the plant worker would have called in the assault if I hadn’t reached him in time. It was stupid for me not to be on ops, and it was dangerous to go on the chat-casts. Julian wanted me to be something that I couldn’t. That I wouldn’t, not if it endangered the people I loved.
Anna bit her lip and stared out over Jackertown, avoiding my question.
“Anna.” I took a breath, trying to calm the panic-fueled storm brewing inside me. I had to appeal to her rational side—that was where Anna operated ninety percent of the time. I could reach her there. “I can’t go public the way Julian wants me to. Vellus is just waiting for me to pop up on his radar screen again. The only thing keeping my family safe is that, as far as Vellus knows, I’m long gone.”
“He has to know you’re here, Kira.”
“Maybe,” I said. “He’s probably watching my family to see if I go back home, but so far, he hasn’t made a move against them. I want to keep it that way. If I’m splashed all over the casts, Vellus will use my family to flush me out. I would be forced to leave the JFA and go to ground for real. Forced. I won’t put them in danger again.” I hadn’t spoken to my dad since I left—just scrit Xander every once in a while to check on them. I was afraid Vellus might go after Raf, too. Even though Raf hated me now, as far as Vellus knew, I still cared for him.
“We could send a few JFA members to protect them,” she offered.
“A couple extra jackers?” I asked. “Against the entire federal government?” This was the same argument I’d had a million times with Julian.
“Or we could bring them here to keep them safe.”
“Jackertown’s getting better, but it’s still no place for a reader like my mom.” I ran my hand over my face, trying to rub the frustration from it. “It’s not going to work, Anna.”
I saw my argument take hold, trapping her in a box of logic. Backing Anna into a corner wasn’t the safest thing to do, but I’d rather take my chances with her than risk the alternatives.
I leaned in close and dropped my voice to press my point home. “Julian doesn’t need me to be a figurehead in the revolution. He really doesn’t. People follow him. They love him. He is the revolution. He doesn’t need me up there, appealing to jackers and the public. I can serve the cause better on ops, even if he can’t see that.”
“What can’t I see?” Julian asked, his voice breaking in from the door of the rooftop stairwell. I jerked back from my close whispering with Anna, my face heating up. How much had Julian heard? He claimed that he never controlled Anna’s instincts, but could he read her thoughts? Or was he locked out of her impenetrable mind, like he was with me? I spun back over my words. There wasn’t anything I hadn’t more or less said directly to him. Except maybe the part about leaving the JFA if I had to.
Anna and I stared at each other and flicked looks to Julian as he quickly strode over to us, neither one of us apparently knowing what to say.
Julian folded his arms. “If you’re done conspiring against me,” he said, seeming to include both of us in that statement, “I could use your help with something.” Those words were for me, and relief flooded through me followed by an echo of concern. Was Anna an advanced scout, prepping me for Julian’s latest bid to bring me into his jacker-recruiting program? My head hurt from all the jumping to conclusions. Better to simply take it at face value.
“Sure thing, boss.” I eased the tension out of my voice. “Have some new recruits you want me to whip into shape? I’m ready to go. What do you do need?”
He grimaced. “No, I have something much more difficult for you. It might be at the limit of your capabilities, but I’d like you to at least give it a try.”
He was completely baiting me, but I let him, just to show I could play along. “We’ll see about that.”
He turned toward the stairwell, but not before I saw a grin play across his face. I nodded to Anna as I left, but she didn’t look reassured. In fact, the lines on her face were even sharper than when she had come up on the roof.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I followed Julian down the stairwell, trying to guess his intentions from his cryptic smile when he stole looks at me and the way his long-fingered hand lightly skimmed the rail.
I had no clue.
At the base of the stairs, to my surprise, we didn’t turn toward the central meeting area at the front of JFA headquarters or even the privacy rooms Sasha had built along the side, but instead strode past the training area, heading for the back door. When we reached it, Julian grabbed a white-hooded jacket off a rack and held it up for me to slip my arms into, even though I already had my ultralite. I tried not to grimace as all the obscure muscles in my body protested my every movement. Julian chose to ignore the signs that I was still recovering from the blowback, so maybe we wouldn’t argue about ops after all. Which only made my curiosity spike to a new level.
Julian slipped on his jacket as we stepped outside into the blustery cold. “So, what were you and Anna talking about?”
“You,” I said, casting a look from under my hood. “About how impossible you are to deal with. We’re seriously contemplating a coup. We’re going to put Hinckley in charge.” Hinckley was born to be second-in-command; he would rather fall on his own jacker-tuned Taser than join a coup against Julian.
“At least put Ava in charge,” he said with a grin. “Then I can be sure that the changelings will get taken care of.”
“Ava was our second choice.”
His light laugh was good to hear, like all his worried thoughts about bullets and ops had been scrubbed clean in the bright midmorning sun. We crossed the street, striding past half a dozen changelings playing kickball. They were underdressed for the late fall cold, their breath leaving puffs of steam in the wake of their frenzied chase after the ball. A dark-haired girl stopped to beam and wave at Julian, and he smiled in return. Down the street, a cluster of JFA sentries, black armbands over their ultralite jackets, saw Julian coming and scattered. Maybe they finally remembered where they were supposed to be.
As we neared a large furniture store, abandoned long ago when the city depopulated under the range ordinances, I finally realized where we were headed.
 “The Mediation Center?” I asked as we slowed in front of the door. “Did I get a traffic ticket?”
Julian didn’t smile, just pulled the door open for me. “I want your opinion on something.”
“My opinion.” That sounded like Julian wanted me involved in something that was decidedly not ops. The dimly lit interior of the Mediation Center waited past the open door, but I didn’t step through.
“Mediation is important, Kira,” he said patiently, his hand bracing the heavy wooden door open. “If we’re going to have a civilized society of jackers, we need to have laws and people to enforce them.”
Of course he was right, but I didn’t want to encourage him. “I know. I’m not saying it’s not important.”
“I’m glad you think so.” Julian handed me a small, tinfoil-covered pellet. It looked like a bullet, but I knew it was much more powerful than that.
“A thought grenade?” I asked, eyebrows arched.
“Just in case. I’m hoping you won’t have an occasion to use it.” He swept his hand through the open space. “They’re waiting for us.”
I gently closed my fist around the thought grenade, careful not to crush it. It was an anti-jacker weapon designed by the government, specially tuned to jacker mindwaves but completely harmless to mindreaders. Julian and I had used one to bust out of Kestrel’s prison, which only worked because the thought grenade didn’t electronically scramble my brain like it did most jackers. What possible use could there be for one here in Jackertown?
I stepped over the threshold of the Mediation Center, and a gust of wind rustled the photofilms that papered the windows inside. They were pictures of the jackers who had gone missing. The ones Julian and the mages had rescued and returned to Jackertown. It afforded privacy to the proceedings and a vivid reminder of life before Julian had arrived in Jackertown full of hope for the future and the conviction that we all deserved to be free.
We hung our jackets by the door. The room still hinted of furniture polish from the long-ago time when it was home to bedroom sets and armoires. Now it was empty except for a few people in rickety chairs. They faced an elevated stage and a single, battered table that served as the magistrate’s bench. An older jacker, dressed in long black robes that pooled on the floor, sat on another spindly chair. Behind him stood one of Hinckley’s men with a military buzz cut and the square jaw to match. I didn’t recognize him, but Hinckley had acquired a whole new batch of recruits when Senator Vellus purged the government of suspected jackers last month.
As soon as the magistrate saw Julian, he hustled to his feet, his chair creaking behind him. The three people seated below took their cue from him and rose as well. One of them wore an anti-jacker helmet, with his hands bound in front, and my curiosity went into overdrive. No one in Jackertown wore helmets. It was like waving the enemy’s flag in the face of an armed militia.
The cage fit snugly around his head, held in place by a chin strap. A quick mental brush verified the disruptor field was fully functioning. No one, not even Julian’s strongest jacker, Myrtle, could breach the shield when it was active. The man was mid-twenties, thin, and had the crazed look of a demens on a very bad day. The two jackers on either side rested their hands on their holstered weapons, but they acted like the guy was radioactive, staying close enough to guard him but keeping their distance as much as possible. The helmet clearly wasn’t to protect the person wearing it, but to keep others safe from the mindfield inside.
The thought grenade in my hand took on new weight—it would reach through the man’s helmet to scramble his brain. Just in case, as Julian put it.
Julian motioned everyone to sit as we approached the stage, but they remained standing. Behind the magistrate’s bench, a wall-mounted screen was split between a database of adjudicated cases and a listing of the Jackertown Code: no kill jacks, no stealing, no mental or physical assaults, no forced jackwork, no contracting to mindreaders, no unauthorized memory wipes, and no vigilante justice. The system was mostly held together by a universal respect for Julian’s judgment and stiff penalties ranging from banishment to scribing. There were no jails in Jackertown and not much in the way of second chances. A lot of dangerous jackers passed through the Mediation Center, but I had never seen someone helmeted before.
As Julian led me up the three wooden steps of the stage, the Mediation room suddenly felt like a duty I had neglected while playing with guns and ops. Julian was building a new society for jackers; the least I could do was understand the mechanics of how it worked. Maybe that was why he had brought me here. Or maybe he needed someone to wield the thought grenade if things got out of control.
When Julian took his place by the bench, the magistrate finally sat. The guards and their prisoner took their seats as well. I stepped back two paces and nodded to Hinckley’s enforcer who had his rough, meaty hands clasped in front of him, having not moved through the entire display of courtesy and officiousness. Julian frowned at me and tilted his head, indicating I should step forward to stand next to him, which I dutifully did.
“Magistrate,” Julian said in his official I’m in charge voice, “I understand that you’ve found this jacker guilty of murder, is that correct?”
“Yes, sir.” The magistrate’s wrinkled face barely moved with the words. It was strange to hear him call Julian sir.
The helmeted man leaped up, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. “I am not a jacker!” The man’s mouth trembled like he had trouble forming the words. “I didn’t kill nobody!” The two guards next to him were on their feet in an instant. Hinckley’s man stepped forward, a dart gun in his hand. I searched for a hard surface to crush the thought grenade against. Without looking back, Julian flung an arm out to stop all of us.
“So you keep saying,” Julian said to the prisoner, his face falling into the blank look he reserved for jackers he would soon be scribing or banishing. “We have several dead bodies that would seem to indicate otherwise.”
“I didn’t kill them!” The man’s voice climbed an octave, almost hysterical. “They attacked me! I… I didn’t do anything. I couldn’t do anything. I’m not one of you!”
The man’s impassioned plea struck me as strange. Was he just crazy? A demens jacker? I’d seen a lot of things, but that would be a new one. Julian’s face twitched. Normally, he could to dip into the man’s mind and read his instincts, his intentions, his most basic desires. Julian could read any jacker or reader that way—the sole exception being me, with my impenetrable mind. He knew what was going on inside people’s heads better than they knew themselves. But with the prisoner’s helmet on, Julian’s ability was useless.
Julian surprised me by turning around. “This person,” he said, emphasizing the word, as if his jackerness was actually up for debate, “was found with a JFA patrol beyond the perimeter. He claims they attacked him.”
I swallowed. Julian didn’t say I would have to give my opinion in court, especially on a murder case I knew nothing about. “What does the patrol say?” I asked. Everyone was watching me, including the magistrate, who had twisted in his seat to stare.
“They aren’t saying much,” Julian said. “They’re dead.”
My stomach hollowed out. Six dead jackers. What kind of ability could wipe out an entire patrol? Once upon a time, I’d knocked out a warehouse full of jackers, but I had caught them by surprise. A JFA patrol would be very difficult to surprise, and it was practically impossible to get a kill jack on all six at once.
My fingers brushed the smooth metallic surface of the thought grenade. “Why does he say he’s not a jacker?”
“That’s the part we don’t understand.”
The prisoner's skin was pale and sweaty, as if he was living inside a nightmare and couldn’t wake up. Definitely freaked out.
“Could he be a changeling?” I asked. “Maybe he just came into his power, so he’s not sure what’s going on?” It had been over a year since I had discovered my ability, but I still remembered the day it happened—and the terror that came with it—with crystal clarity.
“He’s at least a decade older than any changeling I’ve ever seen,” Julian said.
I nodded.
“I… I told the judge here,” said the defendant, waving a shaky hand. “I can prove it.” He pointed his bound hands to a spot near his shoulder. “You can check for yourself! They took my DNA. They tested me. I’m not no jacker.”
He had been tested? I knew Vellus was herding people through testing stations to sift the readers from the jackers. Most jackers left with a J inked on their cheeks, while some never came back, detained indefinitely under Vellus’s latest laws reducing jacker rights. No one knew why some jackers were set free while others were held—it seemed a cruel, random lottery—but mindreaders left the testing station with a Band-Aid of Honor from their DNA test and a special designation in Vellus’s national registry as “normal.”
“If I was one of you,” the helmeted man said, “they would have tagged me. You… you gotta let me go! I didn’t do nothin’, and I don’t belong in this freak town. You can’t keep me here! I got rights!”
 “Did he really just get released from a testing station?” I asked. “That’s kind of a strange lie to make up.”
“That’s what he claims, and he has a bandage and recent puncture wound on his arm,” Julian said, face grave. “However, I’m not inclined to take the chance of sending someone into his head to search his memories. A second patrol found him passed out next to the bodies of the first patrol. When they realized he was alive, they jacked him awake. He nearly killed the jacker waking him—permanently wiped half his mind—before they put him under again. We were lucky he was still half-tranqed when they figured out what he was.”
“Which is?”
“I don’t know, precisely,” Julian said. “But Myrtle’s got serious competition for the Strongest Jacker I Know award.”
“Are you going to banish him?” I asked. “He doesn’t want to stay, anyway.”
“If he’s as powerful as he appears, I’m not sure that’s wise. He seems…” Julian glanced at the man, whose gaze was shifting between the magistrate, Julian, and me in a bouncy dance that made me dizzy to watch. “…unstable. But we can’t take the chance of unhelmeting him for scribing or… any handling that I might be able to do.”
That gave me pause—I only knew of one other time that Julian had permanently altered someone’s instincts, and it still haunted him. It wasn’t an option he would even consider unless there weren’t any others. The rough justice of the Clan approach, where killing was as common as jacking, was slowly giving way to the rule of law, exactly as Julian wanted. I knew he didn’t want to go backward, but the only place equipped to keep someone like this was Vellus’s Detention Center. And I couldn’t stand the thought of sending another jacker there, even one as dangerous as this guy.
“I know it doesn’t seem likely, but maybe he really is a changeling.” I had captured the attention of the man now, his flighty gaze landing on me and sticking. “How old are you?” I asked him.
He flicked a scattered look around the room, then came back to me. “Um. Twenty-seven.”
“If I’d been a reader all that time and suddenly changed… well, I’d be a bit freaked out too.” I was talking directly to him now. “There are a lot of jackers who, when they first come into their abilities, can’t control them. Especially when it comes on quickly.” That was painfully close to what had happened to me with Raf. “Jacker changelings need someone to guide them, to help them understand what’s happening, so they can learn to control it. Your ability doesn’t have to be a weapon that kills. It’s like a gun—just because you have it doesn’t mean you have to use it.”
He blinked, his eyes bloodshot and rimmed in red. His chest heaved a little with his labored breathing, but his body seemed to calm along with the tension in the room.
“We haven’t harmed you.” I gestured to the guards hovering on either side of him, their hands still on their weapons. “Any one of them could have killed you at any point, but instead they brought you here for trial. An ability as powerful as yours is dangerous. Anywhere other than Jackertown, and you would likely be dead by now.”
The man pursed his lips and slipped a glance at his guards.
“Out in the mindreading world,” I continued, “you might be able to rook for a while, passing for a mindreader, but eventually you’ll be caught. Especially if you can’t control it. If you don’t get yourself killed first, the readers will happily throw you into Vellus’s Detention Center. Your brain will rot away under the gas until you not only can’t jack, but you won’t even know who you are.”
I let my words tighten around him for a moment.
 “It’s not up to me,” I said, “but in my opinion, you should be given a chance to learn to control this ability of yours. If you can, you could make a real difference in the fight to build a better life for jackers everywhere. Or you can take your chances with a world that thinks you don’t deserve to share the same air now that you’re one of us instead of one of them.”
His face fell, but there seemed to be a new rationality dawning. Less panic. If he had somehow just changed, maybe the craziness was because he felt trapped in the middle of Jackertown with all the lies and rumors that mindreaders believed about us. I looked to Julian, but his eyes had a fire that made my face heat up, so I quickly looked away and stared at a rusted nail poking out of the raised platform, avoiding his gaze.
After a moment, Julian spoke and, thankfully, it wasn’t to me. “The normal punishment for murder is scribing, a complete rewriting of your mind, something that’s not possible in your case. Banishment isn’t an option I’m ready to consider until I can be assured that you can control your ability enough to be released. You’ll be incarcerated for the time being, but I’ll appoint a jacker to work with you to develop your skills. Should anything happen to that jacker, we will have no choice but to remove the threat you pose. However, if you can learn to control it and prove you’re no longer a danger to others, you will have the choice to stay here in Jackertown or leave.”
The man blinked rapidly, his head swinging from Julian to me and back again.
“Do you understand the sentence?” the magistrate asked.
The man’s gaze jumped to him, like he had forgotten the magistrate was there. “Um… you… you’re not going to kill me, right?”
“That is correct,” he said. “You are sentenced to one month of incarceration with release pending remediation.” He banged a gavel that made us all jump.
The guards gingerly took hold of the man’s arms and led him away. I had no idea where they were taking him. They’d probably have to build a cell just for him.
Julian turned from the others, his face still burning with the same intensity as before. He stepped close before I could dodge him. 
“This is where I need you, Kira.” His voice was a whisper full of meaning. “Not in ops.”
I had already figured out that was where he was going with this. “You want me to be a magistrate? Because I really don’t look good in black robes.”
He smiled wide. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you in black robes. If I’d known you could talk down a crazed super-changeling, I would have put you in the judiciary rotation sooner.” His smile mellowed. “Just think what you could do on the chat-casts.”
The chat-casts again. He just wasn’t going to give up on that. Why couldn’t he understand that all I wanted was to serve the JFA, get revenge on Kestrel, and keep my family safe?
“The people want to hear from you on the chat-casts, not me,” I said, my hands spread wide with exasperation. “You inspire them. Your words give them hope. I would only be repeating what you say, anyway. You don’t need me.”
“I do need you, Kira.”
“No you don’t.” Somehow it seemed like we had veered off into talking about something else. Time to change the subject. “But if you want my opinion, I can think of a few things around here I’d like to have taken care of.”
His voice dropped further. “Like what?”
“Like, what’s the JFA’s plan for dealing with the testing stations? We’re losing jackers every day to Vellus’s round-up efforts. When are we going to put a stop to that?”
He touched my shoulder, his hand warm even through the ultralite. “Soon, but not yet. An assault on the testing stations would bring Vellus’s forces down hard on Jackertown. We’ve got the power plant secured, but we’re not ready for the siege that would bring. We need to ensure our food and water supplies first. Patience, Kira. I promise we will shut down the testing stations eventually.”
“A promise?” I smirked and shook my head in mock chastisement. “Anna wouldn’t approve.” His promise-making got under his sister’s skin, but I thought it was part of what drew people to him.
His smile made me suddenly aware of how close we were, whispering on the stage together, his hand warming my shoulder. The idea of inappropriate hugs crossed my mind again. I should have pulled back, but I saw an opening in the way his eyes were lit with promises and possibilities.
“I know a certain female jacker with extraordinary abilities,” I said, peering up at him. “Someone who’s exceptional in operations and that just might be able to conduct a covert op for you. We could be in and out of a testing station, with no one the wiser, like the power plant today. All you have to do is say the word.” I wished I could persuade him with just my smile, but instead his face drew into a scowl.
“The last place I want you is somewhere Vellus can—”
A banging sound from the back of the Mediation Center cut him off. The door had flung open and Hinckley rushed in, his boots screeching on the polished wooden floor of the Mediation Room and his jacket flapping at his sides like it wanted to take flight and carry him across the floor even faster than his long-legged strides. Julian and I quickly broke apart.
“Julian!” Hinckley called, not waiting until he crossed the room. “Vellus has called in the National Guard. Jackertown is surrounded.”



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I’d never seen Julian so angry.
We had nearly sprinted back to the JFA headquarters, and now tension radiated from Julian’s body like waves of heat. His shoulders were stiff as he stared at the angry red words of the breaking tru-cast scrolling across the screen. Jackers drifted into the kitchen from the racks in the back. They must have been drawn by the palpable unease up front, or perhaps they had just heard the news about Vellus and the National Guard.
Hinckley leaned against the weathered wooden table where the JFA shared meals, talking in hushed tones with a half dozen of his men, some with their jackets still on after being called back to headquarters. Hinckley broke from his men, nodded to the new arrivals, and stood next to Julian. He folded his arms, and his stringy fingers tapped a silent rhythm on his well-defined bicep. His early-morning training sessions with Anna seemed to be bulking him up, but he was probably used to it from his time working jacker Special Forces in the government.
I brushed Hinckley’s mind. What news do they have? I asked when he let me in.
They don’t know anything more than we do, Hinckley thought.
Did somebody discover we scribed everyone at the power plant?
That’s what I’d like to know.
Apparently no one near the perimeter has their short comm on. His mindscent was sharper than normal, and his jaw worked as if he wanted to chew on whoever at the perimtere had neglected their duty.
Where’s Ava? I asked. Headquarters was dead center in Jackertown, which meant the perimeter was out of my reach, but Ava could easily find out what was happening there.
Hinckley nodded. I’ve got someone looking for her.
 Julian didn’t notice either Hinckley or me, his gaze still trained on the screen. It played an image of the National Guard troops at the edge of Jackertown, all sporting black automatic rifles and standing at attention in the middle of the intersection. Julian’s knuckles turned white as he clenched the short comm radio in his hand, holding it close to his mouth.
“What do you mean, Yee’s not checking in?” he shouted far louder than necessary. “Find him!” His face was three shades darker than normal and getting worse.
Yee was supposed to be on sentry duty at the perimeter. Had the National Guard troops already taken prisoners? The tru-cast kept cycling the same images, then an interview with Vellus from days ago looped in. He didn’t say anything about the National Guard, just blathered on about his testing station program and how it was slowly solving the “jacker problem” as he now called us.
Julian had switched channels. “Mary!” he shouted into the short comm. Every face in the kitchen area turned to stare, and the only sound was a door creaking closed in the back. I stepped closer to Julian, then stopped. He finally looked away from the screen, to me, and the lost look in his eyes made my heart seize up. In that frozen beat of time, he searched my face. I couldn’t tell what he found, but he frowned and turned back to the screen. When he spoke into the short comm, his voice was smooth and warm, the normal voice that held everything together, including my frayed nerves.
“Mary, how are things at the plant?” he asked. She must be the jacker we left at the power station this morning. “So everything’s secure, then,” he said, for the benefit of everyone listening in. Shoulders around the room relaxed, probably as much from his tone as anything else. His words washed relief through my body, too. I clenched and unclenched my hands, trying to shake the remaining tension away.
“Good,” Julian said into the short comm. “You’re sure there are no Guard troops waiting outside?” There was a pause. “No, stay there. Things here are more… complicated. Maintain your post and keep your short comm with you. I want you in constant contact. If we need to come get you, I want to know immediately.”
If the power plant was secure, Vellus’s sudden movement against Jackertown didn’t make sense. Finally, a live tru-caster broke in through the repetitive looping images with a pulsing blue news alert scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Vellus appeared, along with Illinois’ Governor Rancin, another politician riding the anti-jacker sentiment of the state. The background was out of focus, so it was hard to see where they were, but it hadn’t been that long since Ava and I sensed Vellus’s entourage in downtown Chicago.
The boom mics picked up the thought waves from Vellus and the tru-caster who was interviewing him.
Governor Rancin has wisely decided to deploy the National Guard in this tense situation, Vellus thought. I fully support him exercising his duty to keep the state’s citizens safe from any domestic emergency that might threaten them.
On screen, a tan camouflage troop carrier rolled to a stop and spilled out Guardsmen onto the sun-bleached street. Their pitch-black riot gear and anti-jacker helmets drew an invisible do not cross line between them as they took up positions facing Jackertown.
What domestic emergency prompted this action?
The tru-caster had directed her question to the Governor, but Vellus answered. A small, armed group of jackers from the lawless area known as Jackertown attempted to take over a power generation station in Crawford. They were unsuccessful, I’m happy to say, and the power station is secure. It’s only used for peak power usage for the suburbs, in addition to powering Jackertown. There were no service interruptions, but the Governor’s timely deployment of the National Guard will keep jackers from making any more excursions out of Jackertown to threaten areas where normal mindreaders live and work.
“Vellus is right,” Julian said. “The power station is secure—securely under our control.” That knowledge seemed to help return Julian’s face to its normal color.
“But if Vellus knows about the assault, he has to know we’ve jacked people there,” I said. “Why is he leaving it in our control?”
Anna spoke up from behind us. “Vellus doesn’t want to publicly acknowledge that the JFA has a win.” Hinckley stepped aside to let her stand next to Julian. She eyed the screen, crossing her arms. “We left the station workers well-armed. Vellus would have to do a full assault on the power station to take it back. The media would be all over that, and the Guard might not win, not right away. Instead of taking back the power plant, Vellus is using it as a pretext to roll out his anti-jacker National Guard unit.”
Julian templed his hands and touched them to his lips, the way he did when he was pondering something. That simple motion, that return to normalcy, eased the jitters working their way into my stomach.
 “Vellus can claim victory without ever having fought the battle,” Julian agreed. “He knows we can’t dispute it without bringing an attack. And now he has a justification to set up security around Jackertown to keep track of our movements.”
The screen switched to another shot of the troops. Most were busy forming a human barrier, but a few were unloading giant panels from a white convoy truck. They looked like plastifoam from the ease with which they were handling them, two Guards to a panel.
“Um, Julian?” I pointed to the screen. “That does not look good.”
We watched as they placed one panel next to another and left them standing. A wall. Around Jackertown.
Julian’s face darkened again. “They’re fencing us in.”
“That’s not much of a fence,” I offered.
“Those are mobile anti-jacker shields.” His voice was dead calm, his gaze trained on the screen. “Probably electrified as well. With those in place, they can keep anyone from getting in or out. They can stop all trade, all flow of goods, food, medical supplies. They plan to keep us here a good long time with those.”
This was the siege Julian had worried about. The one we weren’t prepared for yet. Julian closed his eyes, ran a hand over his face, and I sensed a coiled anger underneath that small move. He was wiping the signs of it from his face so he could keep that calm expression for the rest of us. It sent a shiver of alarm shooting through my body.
“What are we going to do?” I asked.
“It’s time, Julian,” Anna said, facing him.
“No.” Julian didn’t look at her, still transfixed by the white panels that were undoing all his careful planning.
“Time for what?” I had no idea what they were talking about, which just bumped my alarm up another level.
Anna dropped her voice. “She has a way to stop him, Julian. Let her use it.”
“I said no.” He refused to look at her. Or me, for that matter.
“What are you talking about?” Maybe Anna had a mission that she hadn’t shared, a secret plan in the event of a siege.
She looked past Julian to me. “Kira, your father still has access to Vellus.” She stated this as a fact. At my dubious look, she explained, “He may not be mindguarding for Vellus anymore, but he knows how to contact him. He could arrange for you to meet with Vellus. Take Sasha along.”
No, no, no. The idea of using my dad to go after Vellus made my head spin. It was flat dangerous. If we were caught… “I don’t think—”
Julian turned his head to Anna and cut me off. “I’m not sending Kira anywhere near Vellus.” His voice left no room for objection.
Anna objected anyway. “We need more time, Julian. We’re not ready for a siege. Kira can buy us that time, a lot of it, if Sasha is successful in scribing Vellus. He has to be stopped before he becomes any more of a threat. It’s worth the risk.”
Julian stood straight, fists slowly clenching at his side. “No.” They were nose to nose in a staring contest.
 “There’s another way,” I said, desperate to avoid returning home as much as Julian didn’t want to send me there. “Let me take Sasha and go after Vellus directly. Right now. He’s here in Chicago New Metro.”
That got their attention. Both Julian and Anna swung their heads to me.
Shock registered on Julian’s face. “How do you know that?”
Oops. “Um, well.” There was no time for hedging. “Ava and I have been doing long-distance surveillance, looking for Kestrel.” Anna gave me a knowing look, like she had already guessed we were doing more than meditation on the rooftop. “Anyway, this morning we sensed an entourage coming out of the mayor’s office. I’m sure he’s still somewhere nearby. If we move quickly, we can catch him before he leaves Chicago. Let me and Ava search again, find him, take a strike force, and take him out.”
Julian’s face pulled into a frown as I talked, but he didn’t question why I was looking for Kestrel. “I don’t want you going anywhere near Vellus.”
“She doesn’t have to,” Anna said. “She and Ava can pinpoint Vellus’s location, and Sasha can lead the team against him.”
Thank you, Anna. If this worked, it would not only remove Vellus as a threat, but I wouldn’t have to endanger my family to do it.
“If we attack the senator in broad daylight,” Julian said, “and he suddenly is turned into a friend of the JFA, everyone will know he's been jacked.”
“Which is why Sasha will have to be subtle,” Anna said. Sasha’s ability was powerful—he could change the personality of a person down to their core. He could change Vellus into our best friend, but Anna was right. That would be too obvious.
“Most jacks are temporary,” I added. “Even if they know he’s been attacked, most people would expect him to return to normal afterward. Sasha doesn’t have to make Vellus an instant revolutionary. He could scribe him into being a subversive, like the power-plant workers. Vellus could be our double agent on the inside of the anti-jacker movement, feeding us intel and working to sabotage his own plans.”
I saw Julian struggling to find the flaw in the plan.
“We have to move fast.” I gestured to the screen. “Before they get that fence up and turn all of Jackertown into a concentration camp. Plus, Ava and I won’t be able to reach through the shield once they get it up. We should move closer to the edge of Jackertown now. From the rooftops at the perimeter, we should be able to reach over the shield if they activate it before we get there.”
Julian ran his hand through his hair, then dropped it. “Okay, but you’re doing surveillance, Kira, nothing else. Don’t engage the Guard at the perimeter.”
“Surveillance. Got it, boss.”
“I mean it.”
“I’m exceptionally talented at surveillance.”
That drew a slight smile out of him. “Take Sasha with you for backup. He’ll want to go if Ava’s going, anyway. Short comm back as soon as you know Vellus’s location. We’ll organize the strike from here. Under no circumstances do you go after Vellus on your own.”
“Aye, aye, Captain.”
But I had no intention of following Julian’s orders. If the opportunity presented itself, I would take out Vellus myself.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sasha, Ava, and I threaded through the maze of Jackertown’s alleyways, staying off the main arteries in case Vellus started rolling tanks into town. We dodged potholes and abandoned furniture left over from the days when the demens were the sparse and rambling inhabitants of this slice of Chicago New Metro. They had been driven out when the jackers moved in. Normally these streets would be bustling with the daily life of Jackertown, but today they were empty again. The sounds of changelings at play had been replaced by the silence of shuttered windows and the hushed whispers of JFA sentries. They were stationed on the street corners with black armbands and rifles while everyone else was inside, hovering over their short comms or watching the tru-casts.
Ava and I both reached a full 360-degree circle around us, scanning for Guardsmen who might be making incursions into Jackertown, although there had been no report of it on the short comm that Sasha carried. He followed behind us, his dart gun drawn. The three of us slowed our pace as we crept up on the perimeter at the eastern edge of town. We paused at a side alley that emptied onto a mid-sized street at the limits of jacker-occupied land.
The perimeter of Jackertown stretched for miles, but even this small strip had a half dozen Guards patrolling it, hanging out in pairs. Vellus must have hundreds of Guardsmen at his disposal. The rough sound of their voices, unused to talking out loud, drifted down the alley. Their helmets not only kept us from jacking in, they kept the readers’ mindwaves from beaming out. The Guardsmen were all effectively zeros, an irony I didn’t have time to dwell on.
I brushed the soft mindbarrier of Ava’s mind, asking her to let me in. Are you sure this is the least-protected strip of the perimeter?
Yes, Ava thought, and I sensed Sasha’s presence in her mind, joining us. Since they haven’t activated the shield here, we should have a straight shot to downtown. If Vellus is still there.
 Don’t you need to get up higher? Sasha pointed to the fire-escape ladder of the three-story brownstone we were huddled against.
Ava’s eyes unfocused for a moment, then she blinked. They’re assembling the shield along the southern edge, so we can’t search in that direction. If we don’t find Vellus in our first sweep, we may need to go up higher to reach over the shield.
Then we better get started. I took Ava’s hand and led her behind a dumpster that was bashed in and leaning perilously to one side, forming a small cove between the rusted metal and the crumbling cement of the brownstone. We needed a safe place to hide while we searched, in case the Guardsmen decided to take a stroll. Sasha followed, keeping his gun and his gaze trained on the opening at the far end of the alley. The dumpster reeked of yesterday’s pizza and day-old salad—someday I hoped picking up the garbage on time would be Jackertown’s biggest problem.
Are you ready? I asked Ava.
She nodded. Sasha pulled out of our minds, but watched us with high interest. We sat cross-legged on the rough pavement, hands resting on our upturned knees. I counted down from ten, trying to breathe through my mouth to avoid inhaling the nearby garbage stench, and dosed myself, then Ava, with adrenaline. We reached for Sasha’s mind to get synced.
What the… His mind did a contorted dance, caught between reflexively shoving us out and holding onto Ava. We were synced and gone before he could decide.
Where do we start?
We knew the answer even as we asked it.
Tribune Tower.
The Chicago Tribune reporters were no doubt tru-casting the breaking news of the siege right now, and they might know Vellus’s itinerary. We reached to downtown and found our favorite reporter, Maria Ramirez, working on a story about families torn apart when a member turned jacker, something that hit uncomfortably close to home for both of us. We brushed Maria’s mind, lightly, not wanting to ransack her memories, but also concerned about alerting the other reporters to our presence.
Maria, we thought. Would she recognize our twinned thoughts or freak out? We are Kira. Well that didn’t come out exactly right.
Maria bolted up from her desk and panic spun through her thoughts. We were tempted to jack her into calmness, but that wouldn’t be mesh. We would have to talk her down.
We… I’m Kira, I thought with some effort, trying to project my thoughts with a little more authority, although Ava’s were dominant at this distance. Please be calm. We’re not going to hurt you. This was a lot trickier than it seemed, controlling our thoughts.
What do you want? Sour panic trickled through her normal apple-flavored mindscent.
We’re trying to find Vellus, we thought, giving up on trying to separate our thoughts. Do you know his itinerary?
Kira, is that really you? Why are you so… different?
Don’t worry. We tried to think reassuring thoughts, but the distance was hard to overcome. We’re just trying some new skills. Can you help us find Vellus?
He was here a few minutes ago, she thought. Doing an interview with another reporter. I was definitely not invited. We had no doubt about that. Vellus would never take the chance of a one-on-one interview with Maria again, not when the last time Julian had been there and handled Vellus into releasing prisoners from his own Detention Center.
I think Vellus is headed for another interview on site at the perimeter of Jackertown.
What? Our thoughts rang strong in her head. Thank you, Maria. That is very helpful. We would call Maria later to explain. Or maybe not, because the less she knew about our operations, probably the better. We pulled back from Maria’s mind and started sweeping the major streets of downtown Chicago near the Tribune Tower. There were thousands of mindreaders working in the skyscrapers, but relatively few in the streets. They bustled through the early-winter chill in search of lunch or their next appointments. We quickly found Vellus’s entourage, a cluster of anti-jacker helmets heading south, toward Jackertown.
It’s true. He’s coming here.
I pulled our twinned mindfields all the way back to our heads, then disentangled my thoughts from Ava’s. The rapid mental shift and the excitement surging through my body made the alley walls spin. I braced myself up from the grimy pavement and shook my head to clear it.
I met Sasha’s expectant look and whispered, “Vellus is coming this way!” I pulled Ava up to standing, and she brushed muck from the seat of her pants. I motioned with my head for them both to follow me down the alley.
When we were out of earshot of the guards and around the corner, I whispered, “Vellus is doing an interview along the perimeter.”
“Why would Vellus come here?” Sasha glanced at Ava who confirmed it with a nod.
“Maybe he’s doing a photo op with the troops,” I said. “Maybe he wants to inspect the troops personally. Who knows? I don’t care, Sasha. He’s coming here!”
Sasha pulled his short comm radio from his pocket to call Julian, but I stayed his hand.
“We don’t need a strike team,” I said softly. “You and me, Sasha. We can do this together.”
“Julian won’t like that,” he said carefully. But he wasn’t saying no.
“Look, this has a much better chance if we work together. If nothing else, I can boost your scribing power with adrenaline, so you can scribe Vellus without having to touch him. But I’m pretty sure I could sync with you too. I think I know what level you’re working on.”
“What level I’m what?” Sasha’s face twisted up, as if I’d gone demens right in front of his eyes.
“Never mind that part,” I said. “I think I can boost your range even farther by syncing with you the way I did just now with Ava. Our minds would work together. You could scribe Vellus from far away. We wouldn’t have to get close, and Vellus would never know what hit him.”
“If I can get in and out without having to do a physical assault…” He was thinking out loud now.
“No one would have to know he was attacked,” I said. “Or that he was turned. Plus Vellus is coming straight to our doorstep. We won’t get another chance like this.” I wasn’t absolutely sure it would work, but it was an opportunity we couldn’t pass up.
“Vellus and his entire entourage are helmet-protected,” Ava said. “How are you going to get past that?” She was asking questions, but she wasn’t saying no either.
I thought back to the interview I’d seen earlier with Vellus. “On the tru-cast,” I whispered to myself. This could totally work. “Sasha, on the tru-cast—he wasn’t wearing an anti-jacker helmet!”
“That’s right!” Ava said. “Otherwise, how would they pick up his thought waves for the interview?”
“We’ll have to track him until he gets near.” My voice rushed to match the racing of my heart, which hammered double time with the adrenaline and the excitement. “We’ll shimmy around the perimeter until we’re close enough to jack, then wait for the moment to make our move.”
“Okay,” Sasha said, clearly sold on my hastily put together plan. “But you get to explain this to Julian when we get back. He’ll have my head.”
I grinned. “He’ll pin a medal on you when you come back with Vellus’s mind in your pocket.”
Sasha shook his head. He glanced back at the alley we had just come from, then looked at Ava, concern drawing down his face. I knew that look too well from all the times I’d seen it on Julian—Sasha was worried about Ava doing an op so close to a perimeter crawling with Guardsmen.
“We could send Ava back,” I said, trying not to have our plan derail before it got started.
“You’ll do no such thing,” Ava said. “You need me to track him until he gets within your range.” She brushed her hands free of the last traces of alley dirt, then slid next to Sasha and stared up into his dark eyes. “Besides, I want to be there when you scribe the worst jacker-hater on the planet.”
Sasha lips parted like they wanted to say something, but the words were lost. He had one of those looks he reserved just for her, as if she was the only thing standing between him and desolation. He pulled her into a brief, fierce kiss that knifed through me before I could look away.
It wasn’t just the normal embarrassment that averted my eyes and heated my face, but a cruel kind of jealousy. Of both of them, for what they had. Or rather what they didn’t, and I did—a whistling hole in my chest that I tried to fill with missions and training and a singular focus on killing Kestrel.
Sasha whispered in Ava's ear. I sucked in air, trying to breathe through the pain and focus on the mission. Sasha caught my eye and waved his dart gun down the street, deeper into Jackertown and farther from the Guardsmen. He pulled Ava along, their hands clasped between them, and I trailed after.
Sasha led us to a shuttered brownstone, taking us up to the third floor where we could keep a lookout for any sudden incursions by the Guardsmen. Ava mentally cast out and found Vellus’s entourage on her own, then tracked them as they slowly wound their way toward Jackertown.
Sasha leaned against one wall, next to a cracked window, intermittently peering down at the street through thin tatters of drapes. I paced the wooden floor in the center of the room, far enough from the window to avoid attracting attention. My entire body was strung with tension, and I was beginning to regret hastily chowing down the sandwiches Ava had forced us to eat before we left.
Ava called out Vellus’s movements from her corner by the stairs. Apparently his entourage had a few stops to make along the way. Was Vellus doing photo ops with the demens now? There wasn’t much else between downtown Chicago and Jackertown.
Sasha watched me from his spot next to the window.
“You need to call Julian,” he said. “Or I will.”
His words grated on my tight-strung nerves, but I managed not to snarl at him. He was probably right. Vellus would be here soon. If we were successful, no one would know he had been scribed. A transformed Vellus could dream up a plausible reason to call off the siege, and who knew what else he could do for us. But if we had to resort to a physical assault or were caught... well, I didn’t want Julian to see it first on a tru-cast. I snatched the short comm from Sasha’s outstretched hand and jacked into the mindware interface, buzzing Julian.
“Kira!” He didn’t sound very calm. Not a good sign.
“Hey, we’ve acquired the target.” I avoided using Vellus’s name. The National Guard probably couldn’t crack Julian’s encrypted short comm system, but I didn’t want to take any chances.
“Good. Just give us a location and time and we’ll send a team.”
“Um, the location is here and the time is now, so we’re proceeding.”
“What?” Definitely not calm. “Kira you promised! I want—”
“Sorry, gotta go do an op!” I said cheerfully into the short comm and mentally nudged it off. Sasha shook his head slowly as I handed the small black device back to him.
“What?” I said. “It’s not like any explanation on my part was going to make him any happier.”
Sasha pocketed the short comm, rubbed both hands over his face, then peered out the window again. Letting it go was a wise choice on his part. My nerves were hyped as it was—I didn’t need to worry about Julian’s excessive protectiveness right now.
“He’s getting closer,” Ava said. Since everyone in Vellus’s party was helmeted, we wouldn’t know his precise final destination until he was nearly there. “There’s also a team of unhelmeted reporters gathering along the perimeter near Cermak Road. They’re setting up to do an interview, and Vellus is definitely heading their way.”
“Cermak Road?” I tried to visualize the ten-square-mile footprint of Jackertown. I’d patrolled the section near Cermak a few times, and it was one of the least populated areas. “That’s at least a half mile from here.”
“Maybe you can boost me that far?” Sasha asked, obviously reluctant to move from our little safe haven.
“Your range with enhancement is only a hundred feet, Sasha,” I said as I hurried to the stairs. “I can boost you to about twice that, maybe, if we sync. I’m not sure we can even make that work. We need to get closer.”
My hand skimmed the worn-smooth railing as I took the stairs two at a time. Ava and Sasha pounded the creaky wooden steps behind me, but I was out the door at street level long before them. I cast out, searching for the reporters Ava had sensed, but they were still out of my reach, so I waited for Ava to catch up and lead the way. We stuck to the main streets—half a mile wasn’t far, but we needed to move quickly.
Ava had to close her eyes every once in a while to focus. “Vellus’s party has reached the reporters. They’re moving around slowly now, so I think they’ve left their vehicles.”
My reach finally locked onto the reporters, and I ran faster, not looking back to see if Sasha and Ava were keeping up. I kicked aside a rusty metal can in my way, instantly regretting the ricochet sound it made as it tumbled down the broken sidewalk. The Guardsmen didn’t need any more reason to step over the line into Jackertown. I kept one eye on the ground as I ran.
I scanned the perimeter, but the Guardsmen all stood more or less stationary at their posts. Vellus’s team included a dozen helmets, and there were four reporters without protection. I brushed their minds to search for information about the interview, surging up a mix of wild grass-and-flower mindscents. They were planning a segment with the shield fence construction in the background and were already setting up shots. We zigged down a street and ran parallel to Cermak Road. One block more... I searched for an alley to cut over to Cermak, but even so, we would need a place to hide. We couldn’t just stroll up the street to get close enough to jack.
“There!” I pointed to a center alley that cut between the three-story brick buildings. A back door stood open, half falling off its hinges. We could creep right up to Cermak through the shop. I motioned Ava and Sasha to sprint, and we squeezed through the half-open door just as a Guardsman strolled past the alley opening.
The chill of Chicago winter gave way to a stuffy warmth inside. The air was stale and thick and smelled of grease. As we worked our way to the front, we passed through a room with half-assembled bicycle frames and wheels hanging from the ceiling, like a demens collection of dismembered bicycle parts. I stepped around the greasy boxes that littered the floor and we slipped into the main showroom. All the fully assembled bicycles had long since been cleaned out, leaving the room barren. Empty hooks lingered where goods once hung on the walls, and an ancient register sat open on a counter covered with decades of dust. The windows weren’t papered over, so we could see out through a thin layer of grime.
Through the corner window, I glimpsed Vellus’s tall, lean form, far down the street, towering over a petite tru-cast journalist and several other people gathered around them. Suddenly, at the opposite end of the store, a single Guardsmen walked in front of the window. I grabbed a fistful of Sasha’s jacket and pulled him down behind the counter. Ava quickly ducked with us. We held our breath, waiting for a sound or some indication that we had been seen, but there was nothing but silence and motes of dust drifting in the dim, filtered light.
I let myself breathe again and released Sasha. My reach told me the guard had moved on, no longer by the window, but he hadn’t gone far. Vellus was close enough that Sasha should be able to scribe him, depending on how far I could enhance his reach between the sync and the adrenaline.
“Sasha,” I whispered. “See if you can visually triangulate Vellus’s position. We need to be ready the moment he takes his helmet off for the interview.”
Sasha nodded, popped up for a quick look, then hunkered down next to me again. I did one quick sweep through the crowd. Vellus was still helmeted as far as I could tell.
“Ok, first I’ll dose you with adrenaline, see if that boosts your reach enough. If not, we can try the syncing. Are you ready?”
Sasha nodded, his jaw set, waiting for me. I reached out to push into his mind, but he was seriously tensed up and reflexively shoved me back out.
“Sorry,” he whispered. He closed his eyes and I saw him trying to relax. I tried again, this time slipping into his mind with no problem. I had only searched through Sasha’s mind one time before, and his mental networks were more tangled than most jackers. It took almost a solid minute before I found the right thread. I followed it to his adrenaline centers and dosed him strongly. His breath caught as the chemicals coursed through his body. I felt him extending his mindfield out toward Vellus.
“Can you reach him?” I asked.
“I think so. At least, I can reach the reporter next to him, as well as the helmeted minds near her.”
“Good.” I followed him, trying not to distract him, and checked the minds around his reach. Ava focused on Sasha’s mind more than the entourage on the street, which was fine. She wouldn’t be much help in the jacking department, anyway, if things got tricky.
The reporters were getting ready for the interview and waiting for Senator Vellus to get off the phone. They were jittery, being so close to Jackertown and unhelmeted, but their thoughts likened it to being in a war zone. They mentally congratulated themselves on being so brave. Every few seconds, the cameraman checked the barrier that was the backdrop for the interview, as if he expected a mongrel herd of jackers to spring over at any moment. The reporters’ thoughts showed they expected Vellus to take off his helmet. I prayed their boom mics weren’t the kind that recorded sound.
The lead tru-cast reporter approached Vellus once he was off the phone. “I’m so glad you agreed to do an interview with us today, Senator.” Her solicitude made me want to gag.
He was still wearing the helmet, so I heard his spoken words through her thoughts. “Always a pleasure, Ms. Reed.”
“I’m afraid we’re not set up for sound today,” she said. “Would you mind terribly if you removed your helmet? If it’s a security concern, we can shoot some scenes of the construction here and then move to a more secure location for the interview.”
No, no, no. Take it off. Take it off. As if my thought chants would do anything. If the journalist kept giving him a way out, I would jack her to insist he remove it. I didn’t care if my jack was picked up on the boom mics. By the time anyone figured it out, we would be long gone—and besides, they were on the edge of Jackertown. No one would be surprised if she was jacked.
Senator Vellus said nothing for a moment. Then his smooth timber of spoken words rumbled in her mind, setting it at ease. “Not at all, Ms. Reed. We’re perfectly secure here. In any event, I have mindguard security that can assist if we have any problems with nearby jackers.”
“Yes, of course,” she said.
Sasha tensed next to me. “Mindguards will know the senator was jacked, assuming I can even get in.”
“I’ll handle the mindguards,” I whispered, popping my eyes open to look at Sasha. “When they take off their helmets, I’ll catch them by surprise. Even if they realize Vellus was jacked, they’ll expect him to recover. They won’t suspect he’s been turned, and if they find out, then Vellus will be discredited. Either way, it’s better than things are now. But you need to do your thing fast.”
“Understood,” he said without opening his eyes. The dark skin of his face was flushed with the effects of the adrenaline rushing through his body.
I rapidly scanned the helmeted minds near Vellus, unsure which were his mindguards and which were regular security. My hand gripped the splintered edge of the counter, anchoring me while I crouched. I rocked slowly onto my toes and back to my heels again, trying to calm the tension in my body while I waited for the slightest movement of the helmets. After an agonizing spread of several seconds, one of the helmets moved up, then down. The mindguard immediately swept out toward Vellus, who remained helmeted.
I held back from attacking the mindguard. If I alerted him too soon, before Vellus had removed his helmet, I might not distract him long enough for Sasha to do his work. I tracked his mindfield, dodging as he scanned the perimeter, looking for nearby jacker minds. I wasn’t sure of his reach, so I held my breath while he searched. Suddenly, Vellus’s helmet moved. I slammed my mindfield into the mindguard’s head. His mindbarrier wasn’t very hard, but he was strong enough to immediately fling me out again. He cast out, searching for me. I drew back to the limits of his reach, then surged forward again before he could find the three of us huddled in the abandoned bicycle shop. I baited him, wrestled with him, tried to keep him engaged in a cat-and-mouse dance long enough for Sasha to scribe Vellus, all the while praying the mindguard wouldn’t pinpoint our location and come after us physically.
“Sasha!” I heard Ava cry, and he slumped into me, knocking me back into the thin wooden wall of the register desk. Only my grip on the counter’s edge kept me from falling with him. He convulsed on the floor, his arm flailing against me and his eyes rolling back in his head.
What the...?
I grabbed Sasha’s shoulders and tried to hold him down, but the seizure stopped of its own accord, leaving him splayed out like a limp doll. A light sheen of sweat on his forehead reflected the dim light from the windows outside. Ava’s terror-stricken face froze me for a moment, then I remembered Vellus. I flung my mind back out, but crashed into the mindguard, who was now sweeping around Vellus’s mind to fend off the attacking jackers—namely me. I dodged his sweep and dove in. All I needed was a second or two and I would take Vellus down the old-fashioned way: by stopping his heart cold in his chest. Forget subtlety. Julian would just have to forgive me for killing the state’s leading anti-jacker politician at the edge of Jackertown. But I only snatched the barest whisper of contact with Vellus’s mind before my reach was cut off by a helmet dropping firmly over his head.
No!
I slammed my fist into my knee, a white-hot heat boiling through me. So close, and I lost him. Sasha's whole body shuddered, and a moan seemed to be shaken out by it. His eyes slitted open and he struggled to get up from the floor. I helped him up to sitting, grabbing hold of his shoulders and peering close to his face.
“What happened?” I asked, my voice harsher than I expected. Ava frowned at me and I rocked away from him, my face running hot. “Are you okay?” I asked belatedly.
Sasha wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, and I saw it tremble. “I don’t know what happened. One moment I was reaching for his mind, the next I was on the floor.”
“Did the mindguard push you out?” I asked, trying to keep my voice gentle. I didn’t cast my mind out again, for fear of leading the mindguard straight to us.
“I don’t think so,” Sasha said. “I don’t remember. I just suddenly found myself on the floor feeling this… horrible feeling…” He drew his hand across his forehead like it still lingered in his mind and he was trying to rub it away.
I looked to Ava.
She just shook her head. “All I know is that something awful attacked him. I lost contact with him as soon as it happened.”
I nodded and put a hand on Sasha’s shoulder. It was still shaking underneath his ultralite.
“It’s not your fault, Sasha.” Bitterly, I knew exactly whose fault it was and who would be taking the full blame for this failed operation. “They must have had a second mindguard that attacked you while I was distracted with the first mindguard. Someone with wicked skills we haven’t seen before.”
I took a deep breath and sat back on my heels, my shoulders drooping. “Meanwhile, we need to get out of here before the mindguards find us and haul us all into Vellus’s Detention Center.” I gave Sasha my hand, helping him up into a crouch but staying below the counter level so we wouldn’t be seen. We crept, slowed by Sasha’s unsteady legs, back into the bicycle graveyard that comprised the back of the shop.
I didn’t even want to think about how angry Julian would be when we got back.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Julian’s shouts on the short comm were muffled by Sasha smashing it against his ear, but it was clear from the taut muscles in Sasha’s face that he was getting a massive verbal lashing. I sent apologetic looks his way, but he wasn’t paying attention to me. When the call ended, the set of his jaw and the dark look in his eyes stopped the words in my throat. Ava’s soft blue eyes were wide, her gaze flitting between Sasha and the cracked concrete sidewalk in front of us, avoiding me altogether. The streets felt even emptier than when we had set out on our mission. I folded my arms over my ultralite and huddled against the cold as the three of us hustled toward JFA headquarters.
I had disobeyed a direct order from Julian. I had endangered Sasha and Ava by taking them on an unauthorized mission. I had engaged the perimeter, just like Julian told me not to. And, worst of all, we had failed. All would have been forgiven if we had returned to headquarters having defeated the enemy before he could box us in. Now we had nothing to show for my flagrant violation of Julian’s orders.
I had messed up. Bad.
The jitters in my stomach stepped up to a full jitter riot when we reached the crumbling red-brick building that was the JFA headquarters and pulled open the shiny black, bulletproof door. Hinckley was flopped on the weathered couch, eating a sandwich, but he just shook his head slowly and refused to look our way. Several of Hinckley’s military men sat in clusters at the battered kitchen tables, but no one was talking. They kept their heads ducked, and I couldn’t tell if they were mindlinked to discuss my failed mission or if they were simply rendered into embarrassed silence by our presence.
I didn’t link in to find out. I didn’t want to hear what they were thinking.
Sasha slid his arm around Ava and pulled her over to lean against the kitchen sink for an intimate mindlinked conversation. I hesitated, having assumed they would at least come with me to face Julian. I squared my shoulders, ready to take responsibility for the failed mission alone. The faces at the kitchen table ignored me as I strode by.
An angry rumble of voices floated in past the racks. I followed the sound, winding through the ancient machinery that used to manufacture doors but now sat silent. I passed a few bunks filled with younger recruits playing holographic games on their phones.
None of them would look at me, either.
It must be even worse than I thought. I’d disobeyed Julian’s direct order, something I’d never seen anyone else do. What would he do? Yell at me? I couldn’t imagine him scribing someone for disobeying an order. Usually, when someone was irredeemable in Jackertown, he kicked them out, banishing them forever. The jitter riot in my stomach froze up.
Was Julian going to send me away? Was that why no one would look me in the eye?
A haze clouded my vision, and my toe stubbed a box of machine parts sticking out from a rack, sending me tumbling forward. I caught myself on the edge of the spindly frame, the cool metal biting into my hand but keeping me upright.
I had to force my feet to start moving again. The voices were coming from near the privacy rooms Sasha had built along the east wall. There was no mental barrier to the privacy rooms, just an unspoken agreement that no one jacked through those walls unless they were invited. It was part of the respect built into Julian’s new jacker society. A society that he might soon be banishing me from.
I stumbled my way forward and eventually found Julian and Anna arguing in the thin corridor between the industrial machinery and the privacy rooms. I crept up on them, unsure if Julian knew I was there. Anna’s arms were crossed, her hands clenched into fists as well. She saw me, then looked away.
No, no, no. The frozen ball of fear in my stomach melted into a puddle of dread that pooled at the bottom.
“Now is the time, Julian,” Anna said, kicking up the intensity of her voice. “It’s our best option. Probably our only option.”
“No.” Julian’s voice rose to meet her pitch. “It’s reckless and dangerous. Not unlike today, except we will probably lose our best assets in the process.”
“There are always going to be risks,” Anna said, tempering her voice and unfolding her arms. “You know that. Sasha knows it. Kira knows it, too. It’s part of what we’re doing, and everyone is willing to put themselves on the line for the JFA. You have to let her try.”
They were talking about me. I meant every word when I told Anna I would do whatever Julian asked of me as long as it didn't endanger my family. Which was probably what Anna had in mind: sending me back to recruit my dad to infiltrate Vellus’s defenses and take him down that way. Or maybe she had thought of something new.
“Let me try what?” I asked, my voice soft.
Julian whipped his head around. His face was a rigid mask. “I’ll speak with you in a moment.”
Oh no.
My mouth hung open.
Julian turned his back on me as if I weren’t even there. He wasn’t going to send me off to recruit my dad, he was going to plain send me away. Of course. How could he trust me now, after I blatantly disobeyed a direct order from him? My chest squeezed with the realization. It became hard to breathe. Where would I go? I couldn’t go home—I had left there in order to keep my family safe in the first place. I sent a wild look to Anna, wishing like crazy I could link past her impenetrable mindbarrier.
I begged her with my eyes. Please, Anna. Don’t let him send me away.
But she was engaged in a staring contest with Julian. “It’s now or never with Vellus.”
“The worst thing we could do right now,” Julian said, “is try to take on Vellus directly. He knows we just tried to jack him. He was assaulted at the perimeter of Jackertown! It’s a public relations nightmare. And we didn’t even manage to scribe him. Now all of us look far more dangerous, and the assault just gave him more reason to crack down on us.”
I didn’t think my stomach could sink any lower, but there was a basement it hadn’t discovered yet, and it slithered into that. I hadn’t just failed in the mission to scribe Vellus, I had made things worse. Now the public would support Vellus as he quarantined us from the world. I had made it easier for him to cut us off, the very thing Julian said we weren’t ready for.
No wonder he was so angry.
Anna clenched her hands at her side as if she was losing her patience with the argument and was considering using her fists to beat some sense into Julian. “No matter what happened today, Vellus would still finish erecting the barrier. I’m sure his future plans are worse than just a siege. He needs to be neutralized, not coddled, before he turns all of Jackertown into a prison. This isn’t a PR war, Julian. You need to let Kira go to her father and see what he can do, quickly. Before Vellus suspects her father might be helping us and we lose that avenue of attack altogether. If we can scribe Vellus, he would be extremely useful to us, but failing that, eliminating him has to be an option as well.”
I badly wanted to jump in but held myself back. It was one thing to take Sasha and Ava on an unauthorized mission. If we got caught, well, that was part of being in the revolution, like Anna said. But my dad… any mission to take out Vellus had a high likelihood of failure, and Vellus would do much worse to my dad than simply put him in jail.
Besides, my dad needed to be home, protecting my mom and Xander, the changeling we’d rescued but who was more like a little brother to me now. Things were getting worse every day for jackers and the people who loved them. I was the revolutionary, not my dad. If anything, I should go on a covert op, by myself, to get Vellus. Could I possibly convince Julian to let me do that when I had just disobeyed a direct order?
“I don’t want her anywhere near Vellus,” Julian said, dashing my hopes. “If he gets his hands on her, it will demoralize everyone. You know he’ll force her to go on the tru-casts, and that will set the movement back, not only with our own people and jackers still at large, but with the public as well.”
“The public is not on our side!” Anna said. “We are at war, Julian. When are you going to face that?”
“I know that!” Julian shouted back, his face darkening. “There are just some risks that aren’t worth taking.”
Anna’s fingers slowly uncurled from her tightly closed fists, and somehow that seemed more dangerous than when they were clenched. “You need to get your priorities straight.”
Julian closed his eyes, took a breath, then opened them again. “We’ll come up with a plan to counter Vellus’s moves. Later.” Then he turned to me, his face inscrutable. “Can I have a word with you in private?” He swept out his arm toward one of the privacy rooms. I tried to catch Anna’s eye, to get her support, but she was busy sending angry glares down the hallway away from us. And avoiding my gaze again.
I swallowed and marched through the open door to the privacy room. It was empty except for a couch and a couple of chairs with a blanket draped over the back. It smelled like a coat of paint had been put on recently, making it jarringly fresh compared to the rest of the decrepit factory. A portable heater in the center wafted puffs of air that brushed my face and made me uncomfortably warm in my ultralite.
I didn’t bother taking it off, not sure how long Julian would let me stay. Once the door shut soundly behind us, I turned to him. “Julian, I’m sorry—”
He cut me off by wrapping his arms around me. His hug nearly lifted me off the ground, my toes just barely touching the tiled floor. My arms ended up around his neck, although I wasn’t sure what to do with them there. Confusion did a whirling-dervish dance in my head.
His face was buried in my hair, and I felt him draw in a breath. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”
Right when my brain figured out that Julian wasn’t mad at me, that he was worried instead, he relaxed his grip and eased me back to the floor. I scrambled for something to say, how I hadn’t meant to worry him, how I was just trying to complete the mission—
Then he kissed me.
His lips pressed gently to mine, soft and warm. Before I could think, something surged up inside me, lifting me up and welding my lips to his, as if they weren’t already pressed together. His hands on my back crushed me to him, and a small moan rumbled in his throat, vibrating through me as well. The feeling rushed my body, flooding every small dip and turn, gushing and unstoppable. The hole that perpetually sat in my chest like an empty grave overfilled with it, and the whistling wind inside me fell silent.
My body stilled.
Julian froze. As my brain caught up with what my body was doing, he slowly untangled his lips from mine and relaxed his fever-tight grip on me. I teetered, then pushed back from him, my hands lifting free from his shoulders. My legs wobbled like the world had gone on tilt and forgotten to tell me. Julian was breathing hard and his face was flushed. The shock on my face crashed into the unmistakable half-lidded hurt in his eyes. Then it bounced back to slice me through the heart.
Julian turned his back on me and pressed the back of his hand to his mouth. I took a half step toward him, then stopped.
What just happened?
My mind grabbed at the pieces, trying desperately to put them together. Julian worried about me the way Sasha did about Ava. He was angry because I had put myself in danger. All those times he leaned close, all the soft looks and whispers and orders for me not to go on dangerous missions… Julian is in love with me.
I had no idea what to do with that.
The feel of his lips was still imprinted on mine, but the hole in my heart didn’t have room for those kinds of feelings. It simply swallowed them like a black hole of emotion, one that I fed constantly with ops and training and anything that would dull the aching. But that hadn’t stopped me from kissing Julian back like… like I was hungry for it. Beyond hungry. Starving. Was it still that instinctual love, the one he had planted so long ago, that made me respond without thinking?
I didn’t know. I didn’t know if it was real, or fake, or what—it was all tangled up in my head. More importantly, I had somehow missed that, somewhere along the way, it had become real for Julian. He sucked in a sharp breath and turned back to me. His face had no expression save the carefully controlled look that I had seen a dozen times before when he had to sit in judgment of a fellow jacker.
Tears jumped to my eyes and my chest seized up. Please, no.
“Anna is right,” Julian said, his voice flat. “I need to…” His eyelid twitched like the words were causing him pain. “I need to get my priorities straight.” He sucked air in between his teeth. “We need to neutralize Vellus. We need to buy time. We have to use every resource that we have. Your father has access to him. We need you to try to stop Vellus.” His words were choppy bits that he spit out, one at a time, each one a blow that knocked my world a little more out of alignment.
Julian wasn’t sending me away, he was sending me on a mission. The only one that I didn’t want to do. One that Julian didn’t want me to do, because apparently he was in love with me, something I had just figured out ten seconds ago. And yet he was asking me to do it anyway, because it was what the JFA needed.
There was no way I could say no.
“Is that an order?” My voice was barely a whisper. It would be easier for me to do if he ordered me. His face showed a crack in the rigid mask he had put on, but it disappeared quickly. In that moment, I hated myself for asking.
“No,” he said. “I would never… no. You can say no. You should say—”
“Julian.” It was as much a gasp as a word. “Anna’s right, he has to be stopped. I’ll do it.”
His shoulders stiffened, and his mouth drew into a tight line. He nodded once, sharply, then strode past me, leaving me in the privacy room with the door wide open.
Just like the hole in my heart.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I shifted on the rough wooden chair, bringing out another creak that made me cringe. The chair was devoid of a comfortable spot, despite my efforts to find one. How did Julian spend an entire chat-cast in it without going crazy? I stared into the tiny round eye of the camera, ignoring Hinckley’s scraggly face behind it, determined to finish what I started, no matter how much it made me squirm.
“I’m sorry… well, I’m just sorry for being such an idiot,” I said into the camera.
Hinckley paused, then lowered the slim silver device. “Is that it?”
I grimaced. “Was there something else you wanted me to say?”
He held up his hands in surrender. “Hey, this is your recording. I was just asking if you were done.”
I nodded, closing my eyes and trying to ratchet down the tension in my body. This mission was likely a one-way operation. If we were caught, it would be bad enough for Sasha and worse for my dad, but the real danger was to the JFA—Julian was right that Vellus would put me in front of the cameras. Which is why I went straight from the privacy room to the JFA’s cast room.
But that wasn’t why a fluttery panic was beating inside my chest.
Julian loves me.
The charming, charismatic leader of the revolution wanted more than a Friend-in-Chief. More, when all I had to give was a whistling hole in my heart. I gave what little I could to the camera and the chat-cast that Julian had spent four months trying to persuade me to do. I had mumbled a few things about the revolution, about Julian, about how jackers needed to stick together. Things that I had been thinking all along, but never said out loud, at least not to Julian.
It was all I had.
I took a deep breath to calm the panic and opened my eyes. Hinckley had pulled the memory disk from the camera and held it out between his long, stringy fingers. “This is the whole thing.”
I didn’t take the small, black square disk from Hinckley’s outstretched hand. “You hold on to it.”
His eyebrows hiked up. “I thought you’d want to, you know, give it to Julian personally.”
I slid off the uncomfortable chair and peered up into Hinckley’s face. He was in his twenties, but his forehead was creased by seriousness. Or maybe his years of mindwork for the military had aged him early.
“The only way Julian’s going to see that recording is if this mission blows up in our faces.”
His somber look didn’t change, but he nodded. “Then I’ll have it for you when you return.”
I gave him a grim smile, appreciating his confidence. “The next time you see me, I may be on a tru-cast saying things I would only say if Vellus had a gun to my head. If that happens, you give that recording to Julian. But not before.”
“Understood." He pocketed the tiny chip in his camouflage pants.
I strode out of the JFA’s chat-cast room, my body buzzing. I tried taking more deep breaths to calm myself and gather my wits. Between Julian kissing me and me spilling my guts on the chat-cast recording with Hinckley, I was adrift on a stormy sea of emotion with nothing to hold me down.
When I reached the kitchen, I ignored the glances and whispers from Hinckley’s crew-cut men, still hanging out at the tables, and went straight for the cabinets. I rummaged through them, strapping on a miniature dart gun and a small-caliber pistol, one on each leg, plus a couple of extra med patches, a bulletproof vest, and a handheld, jacker-tuned Taser for good measure. I would have brought the butterflies—mobile attack Tasers just for jackers that Julian had lifted from the Feds and reverse-engineered—but the launch gun was bulky, and I was already weighed down too much. It was all probably unnecessary anyway. This had to be a stealth mission in order for Sasha to get close enough to Vellus to neutralize him. If we were shooting our way in—or out—it meant we had failed. And there was Julian’s PR angle to consider: I might get a kill jack on Vellus, but getting away with it was a whole different story.
I glanced around for Sasha and found him back in the racks with Julian. They stood close together, far down the center row, but I still heard Julian’s harsh tone. I wasn’t sure if Sasha was getting instructions or chastisements, but they were words Julian probably meant for me. Only Sasha had to take them instead.
I splayed my hands on the pitted wood of the kitchen counter and closed my eyes, wishing I could control my emotions like I could my fast-twitch muscles or adrenaline. During my early explorations of my mind, I had found a trigger for dopamine, but it had left me in a freaky, jittery daze for hours. I would simply have to deal with the fact that I was an emotional mess.
Or use my coping mechanism of choice: ignore it.
I opened my eyes, pulled another pistol out of the cabinet, and tucked it in the back of my pants. Sasha had wandered to the front, finding Ava at the far edge of the kitchen area. He was holding her, whispering to her, their faces close. I looked away, ignoring the emotion that surged up through my fake outer calm.
I would wait for him outside.
I grabbed a white-hooded coat on the way out into the early afternoon sun, stepping through the door before I even zipped it, all in my haste to get out of the building. Only after I was outside, leaning against the frigid brick of the JFA entrance, did it occur to me that I hadn’t said goodbye to anyone. The way they were avoiding my gaze when I first came in, it was probably just as well. And I had no clue what to say to Julian. With a twinge, I realized we hadn’t actually said much of anything in the privacy room.
The streets were still empty, hushed by the specter of the Guard and the uncertainty of the future. I felt the pressure of a hundred eyes peering from behind curtains, a thousand minds anxiously waiting for the JFA to stop the threat that was hemming us in. I licked my lips, already chapped by the wind, and drummed my heel against the wall, ready to get on with doing my part.
After a few minutes, Sasha pushed open the door and strode into the wind, followed by Myrtle. I threw a questioning look to the diminutive woman who was the adopted grandma of most of Jackertown's changelings, but she didn’t say anything, just shuffled next to me, out of the wind. Julian must think we needed his strongest jacker along on this mission, although I couldn’t see why. We weren’t likely to brute-force our way in. Still, I was glad she was here. Her lilac-soap smell reassured me even more than her nod and the wave of her fingerless hand-knitted gloves.
Sasha stood in his ultralite, no flak jacket or winter coat, with his arms crossed, staring down the street. The wind made his dark, curly hair dance along his forehead.
I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “So, did Julian chew you out again?”
Sasha looked sideways at me, and I realized I was biting my lip. I stopped.
“He was giving me instructions,” Sasha said carefully.
“For the op?”
“Not specifically.” His dark eyes seemed full of warmth, not the hollowness they normally evoked. “He said not to come back without you.”
I swallowed, my face heating up. “We’re all going to come back from this,” I managed to get out.
“That’s what I told Ava, too.” He went back to studying the street, but I cringed at his implication. That we all knew the danger, and that I had consoled Julian the way Sasha consoled Ava, by telling her the best possible outcome: that we would all come home. Only I hadn’t even said goodbye.
“I made a deal with Julian, though,” Sasha continued. “That while I was gone, he wouldn’t send Ava on any missions.”
“She’s not going to like that,” I said, trying to lighten my tone.
“I know.” He half-smiled, which tore at me, then he turned to look at me again. “But Julian understands. He knows it kills me every time Ava puts herself in danger.” He cleared his throat and returned his stare to the horizon. “I don’t need the distraction, you know?”
Julian understands… so Sasha knew how Julian felt about me. Which meant Ava had to know, even thought she’d never said a thing. Did Anna know? With a sinking feeling, her words on the rooftop made sudden sense. Julian’s important… we can’t have him distracted by things that aren’t central to the cause. He needs to keep his focus.
Did everyone know but me? Had I been in a cloud for the last four months? The answer to that was painfully obvious: yes, I had. A fog of emotional wreckage caused by losing Raf. The hole in my life wasn’t only the pain of having my love ripped literally out of his mind. It was the empty space where he used to be. The boy who understood me, even when I didn’t understand myself. When he lost that, something came unmoored, untethered, inside me.
There were holes in me too.
All those times when Julian leaned close, all those times I resisted thoughts of inappropriate hugs—was it just that instinctual love surging back? Or was it something more, and I’d just been oblivious to it as I’d been to Julian’s feelings all along? I thought he was the leader of the revolution I had thrown my heart and soul into, to bury the pain of losing Raf.
Now… I wasn’t sure what Julian was anymore.
“We should get moving, Kira,” Myrtle said quietly by my side. I nodded and turned my face into the wind, letting the wintery breeze wipe clean my tangled thoughts of Julian and Raf. I needed to focus on the mission. Make sure that Sasha could keep his promise to Ava to come home.
I shaded my eyes and peered down the road. It was a good mile to the perimeter in that direction. “I’ll have to get closer to see if the National Guard has blocked this street.”
“They have—I had Ava check.” Sasha gestured down the street with his chin. “There are fewer Guards a block over from the main street than anywhere else. That’s probably the best place to try to breach the blockade.”
“Right,” I said, glancing at Myrtle. “You up for a road trip, Myrtle?”
She pulled her stuffed winter coat tighter around her, looking like a tiny puff marshmallow. “Lead the way.”
We marched down the street, shiny with the late-afternoon sun, until I could mentally reach the perimeter. The National Guardsmen were easy to find, tiny floating spots impenetrable to my reach. There was a string of them, spaced evenly as far as my reach could go. They thinned out a couple of blocks to the north. We cut down a side alleyway that crept up on the perimeter.
At the end of the alley, we peeked around the corner, then pulled back. There were four along this strip of street—one close on the south end and three toward the north end. They all had large, semiautomatic weapons, urban military fatigues, and of course anti-mindjacking helmets. At least the fencing hadn’t reached this stretch of perimeter yet.
Sasha frowned. “I don’t like the size of their guns. Or our odds on this, Kira.”
“We need a distraction,” I agreed. I cast my mind out, roaming over both sides of the street. A group of changelings had stolen out to the steps of their brownstone apartment two streets over. I’d like to think the Guardsmen wouldn’t shoot a bunch of kids, but I was completely unwilling to find out if I was wrong on that.
My reach showed three demens clustered a block away, on the far side of the street, outside of Jackertown. The demens normally didn’t gather together, not liking the peppermint-flavored madness of each other’s thought waves any more than normal mindreaders did. The sudden sting of their mindscents on the back of my tongue made me choke. I muffled my cough with my hand to avoid attracting the attention of the Guards and pulled out of the demens’ heads for a moment to recover.
The demens were living up to their name, fighting over a battered box like it was a treasure chest. It was just the kind of disturbance we were looking for. Only we needed it moved one block to the west and south.
“One distraction coming up,” I said to Sasha and Myrtle. “North end of the street. Be ready to run.” I braced my hand against the cold cement wall as I jacked back into the dizzying thoughts of the demens. One of them had managed to wrest the box from the other two. I jacked him to take off with his booty toward the Guardsmen two blocks away. His fellow demens sprinted after him in hot pursuit. I pulled out of his head as soon as I dared, hoping the jack would hold. Now that he was being chased, he ran faster of his own accord, and I simply nudged him in the right direction.
I hoped the Guardsmen wouldn’t shoot him.
The lead demens sprinted out of the alley, stumbled, and fell on top of his box. Three of the four Guardsmen swung their rifles in his direction. The fourth—the one nearest to our alleyway hideout—kept his gun pointed at the ground, watching. Tripping may have saved the demens his life. The Guards hesitated once he was sprawled on the ground. Then the other two demens burst out onto the street and piled on the downed guy, who held on to his flattened box like his life depended on it.
The Guards’ guns went slack as they slowly drifted toward the demens. They must have been given orders to keep jackers in, not keep the demens out.
“It’s not working,” Sasha said in a hushed voice. He was right. The fourth Guardsmen would see us if we tried to cross, and his buddies would leave the demens in a heartbeat to come after us. The Guardsmen’s laughter rolled down the street as they watched the spectacle.
“Wait.” I plunged into the spinning madness of two demens at once. They leaped up and lunged for two separate Guardsmen. The third Guardsmen joined the first two in beating back the demens with their fists and the butts of their guns. The fourth Guard tensed, raising his rifle but holding his ground.
I pounded my fist against the cement wall. I needed something else. Fast. I closed my eyes, breathing in and out—ten, nine, down the elevator, find the thread. Focus, Kira!
“What are you doing?” I heard Myrtle’s gruff voice, but I ignored her.
There was no time to wait for every muscle in my body to flip to fast-twitch. Just my legs, then. I only needed a quick burst of speed, and I couldn’t afford the blowback anyway—we still had to get to the suburbs and execute the rest of the op. The switch zinged through my legs, and I didn’t wait to open my eyes before I started running. I flung my mind out to find the blank spot of the Guardsman’s anti-jacker helmet and honed in like a missile.
My eyes opened right before I hit him. We fell in what seemed like slow motion, and something scraped along my arm. Before the momentum carried me away from him, I hooked my fingers through the cage of his anti-jacker helmet, wrenching his head back and pulling him with me as we skidded across the gravelly pavement. He was stunned, but he flailed against my hold, trying to find his dropped gun. I twisted my fast-twitch legs on the pavement and braced my sneakers against his helmet and chest, grabbing with both hands under his chin for his helmet strap. He stopped reaching for the gun and grasped at my hands, but he was too late. The strap came loose and the helmet slid off. I jacked him unconscious before he could think to call out to his fellow Guardsmen.
They were still busy with the demens down the street.
Fortunately Sasha had figured out what I was doing. He and Myrtle were already on the other side of the perimeter. I rolled away from the limp body of the Guardsman and tried to scramble to my feet, but the mini-blowback had already struck. Somehow I got up, but it was like walking on strings of spaghetti. I stumbled for the alley where Sasha and Myrtle had taken cover as shouts came from the Guardsmen down the street. Sasha caught me, and with him under one arm and tiny Myrtle under the other, we hobbled down the alley.
We turned down one street, crossed over, and ducked in another alley. My legs screamed in protest. I ignored them. Another street, then two. I reached back, but we’d put enough distance between us and the Guardsmen that they were out of my range.
Relief washed through me when we ducked into an abandoned building to hide. Sasha pulled out his phone to hail an autocab. He had Julian’s special frequency that tapped in to the autocab network and overrode the normal programming that prevented them from coming within a mile of Jackertown. If we were lucky, it would get here before the Guardsmen could search all the empty buildings between us.
I slumped to the rotted wooden floor and leaned against a musty and heavily patched wall. The shakes had set in, so I clasped my hands together, determined to fight them off by the time we got to the suburbs. I just hoped my dad would be willing to help us. I dug my phone from the leg pocket of my cargo pants. The trembling in my hand made it nearly jump out of my grasp. I jacked in to scrit a message to Xander.
What’s new in the suburbs?
I hoped he didn’t have his phone turned off. I hadn’t spoken to my dad or mom since I left. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say now, but calling my dad on the phone to recruit him to scribe his ex-boss wasn’t the right approach. A face-to-face chat was pretty much mandatory for that. Hopefully, Xander could smooth the way for me.
Hey! the scrit came back from Xander. Long time no scrit, big sis. Need some help in J-town? Got my J-card ready to go.
Xander calling me big sis made my insides twist. He shouldn’t want to be a revolutionary—he was only a kid. At least my real brother, Seamus, was safely tucked away with his fellow reader cadets at West Point. I badly missed our scrits, but I had stopped sending them when I left home, for the same reason I hadn’t spoken to my dad for months: to keep him as far from what I was doing as possible.
J-card? I scrit to Xander. Didn’t know you were a member.
J-card=tag, he scrit. You’re the JFA girl. Supposed to know these things.
I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I needed to cut to business. Is dad home? I scrit. Have important business w/him.
Er, not home.
When will he be back?
We’re all not home, he scrit. At the testing station.
I gripped the phone with both hands and mentally nudged in the next message. What. Are. You. Doing. There?
Not a choice. Get the notice, go in. Otherwise the Chi-town jack cops come for you. Bad.
Dad’s there with you?
Mom, Dad, me, he scrit. I’m done. Mom’s still inside.
My vision telescoped down so that I could only see the words floating on my phone. Mom’s still inside. I curled up a fist and pressed it against my mouth. Panic threatened to choke me.
Myrtle noticed. “You okay?”
I waved her off, focusing on the phone. How could Dad… I stopped before sending the scrit. How could my dad take my mom down there? He was supposed to be protecting her! I erased the words and focused on the phone, anger clouding my thoughts.
After a moment, Xander sent another scrit. Don’t worry. She’s a reader. She’ll test out. No reason to keep her. She’ll be fine.
His attempts to reassure me only ratcheted the tension higher in my body. Sometimes people came back out of the testing stations, sometimes not. She was a reader, but they might make a mistake. Who knew what went on in there? My dad should have worked a deal with Vellus. Or fled. Or gotten Mr. Trullite’s help. The last thing he should have done was taken my mom and Xander down there willingly.
Which testing station? I finally managed to scrit.
What? Xander scrit. Why?
Coming to get you.
No! Bad move.
Which testing station?
Too dangerous, he scrit. Crawling with jack police. Things bad now. Worse since you left.
Since I left? The anger boiling inside me ate away at my stomach. Had my leaving made things worse for my family instead of better?
Testing station. Tell me.
Washington station, he scrit. Don’t tell Dad I told you. Will kill me.
Be there soon.
However badly my dad was handling things by taking my mom to the testing center, I was going to make it worse by recruiting him to go after Vellus. My dad and I might not come back from that mission, and that would leave Xander to protect my mom. He was a jacker, but he was only thirteen.
I swallowed and clenched my hands against the fading shakes that still rumbled through my body. When I told Julian I would do the mission, I knew it would come down to this. And I would follow through.
But first, I would make sure my mom got home safe.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The autocab dropped us off in a part of the city that reminded me of Jackertown, minus the jackers: run-down, clearly taken over by the demens for the last few decades, but now reclaimed by Vellus for his testing station. My winter coat had taken a thrashing from its encounter with the pavement, so I left it in the autocab. I didn’t want my parents to think the JFA kept me in tatters, and the ultralite and flak jacket should keep me warm. My legs were mostly functional now, so I gently pushed Sasha away and walked carefully into an alleyway that was caked with grime and stank of old grease. I only stumbled once, a crack in the pavement making me wobble. The three of us—me, Myrtle, and Sasha—passed an overturned dumpster. I edged up to the corner so I could peek around to survey the testing station.
A steady stream of people came and went from the crumbling, red-bricked building, squat and plain. The original name, Markus Community Clinic, remained as a ghostly outline, the letters long removed. A small screen flashed the words Washington Testing Station in angry orange-and-black above the door, alternating with a biohazard symbol. As if jackers were some kind of communicable disease.
Two guards in full riot gear with CJPD stamped across their chests stood at the entrance. The Chicago Jack Police officers had anti-jacker helmets as well as rifles to back up the threat of putting down anyone who got out of line. The jack police wore holstered dart guns in case they decided not to actually kill the pale, shaking citizens who were timidly passing by them on their way into the station.
I couldn’t help curling my lip in disgust.
My mental reach showed they were the extent of the security—a fairly small force, given the number of jackers who would pass through the testing-station doors. A mindwave disruptor field wrapped the station, so there was no telling what was inside. The idea of my mom in there made me queasy.
“Are you sure your dad is here?” Sasha asked while peeking around the corner with me.
I pulled out of view of the jack police. “I’m sure. Xander said they were still waiting for my mom. I don’t know how long the testing takes, but that was only fifteen minutes ago. I’ll let him know we’re here.”
I slipped my phone out of my pocket, nudged it awake, and scrit a message giving Xander directions to our alleyway across the street.
Don’t tell Dad I’m here, I finished the scrit. Just come to the alley. My dad would flip out when he saw me, and it would not be mesh to fight in front of the guards.
He’s not going to be happy with me, Xander scrit back.
Don’t worry, I scrit. He’ll be busy yelling at me.
Sasha stepped closer. “What’s your plan here, Kira?” His dark eyes had lost their earlier warmth and were now all business. Which was what I needed to be too, in order for this mission to have any chance of working.
“When my dad comes out,” I said, “we can discuss the options. I think the best plan is for my dad to make an appointment with Vellus to bring me in. Claim I’ve had a change of heart or something. Make it somewhere public, so you can hide nearby, close enough to scribe after I’ve enhanced you. We’ll have to find a way to get Vellus unhelmeted, but we’ll cross that hurdle when we get to it.”
Sasha glanced in the direction of the testing station. A teenager helped an older man as he hobbled down the sidewalk toward the doors. The boy was probably his grandson, considering the gentle touch he used on the old man’s arm to steady him. Yeah, the two of them were definitely a threat to society that needed to be tested.
“What if Vellus doesn’t go for it?” Sasha asked, pulling my attention back to the alley.
“Then we find out where he is and go after him in a straight-up assault. We have to stop him before he leaves Chicago or ambush him en route to Springfield. It will be nearly impossible to get to him once he’s back in the capitol.” Not only was it much more fortified in Springfield, but the last time I was in Vellus’s office, I'd felt like a fly in his carefully laid trap. I had no desire to return there.
Myrtle shuffled toward us. “I’m not much use to you, Kira, unless the Jack Police take off those helmets.”
“We’ll need you for any mindguards who might try to stop us.” I was channeling Anna now, with her perpetual military strategizing. “We don’t know who Vellus has for mindguards these days, but someone had crazy skills when we made the attempt on him earlier. My dad might have better intel on that. If you had been with us before, I suspect we would have been able to stop Vellus then.”
Myrtle nodded, but Sasha looked uncertain, like he still wasn’t quite sure what had gone wrong with our previous mission. I didn’t know either, but it showed that we had to be prepared for any contingency.
I peeked at the test station again, in time to see my dad striding out, his arm wrapped protectively around my mom and shielding her from the uninterested gaze of the CJPD guards. My mom, dad, and Xander were all dressed for a stroll through the fall leaves with jeans, boots, and light winter jackets. They didn’t seem like much of a threat, which I guessed was good, considering where they were. My heart beat a little faster, a turmoil of emotions revving it up: relief to see my mom okay; happiness that my dad was at least trying to protect her, even if he brought her here; anxiety as his long legs carried him quickly across the street, heading straight for our hideaway. I couldn’t imagine what Xander had told him, but I hadn’t felt my dad mentally surge us yet.
I retreated around the corner. Whatever confrontation we were going to have, we didn’t want to catch the notice of the CJPD.
Xander must have skipped ahead because he rounded the corner first. He didn’t have to reach up to give me a hug, like he had the last time I saw him. Had his birthday passed? Was he fourteen now? He was almost eye to eye with me when he pulled back, his smile bright.
My smile was automatic, but it died when I saw the bright red J inked on his cheek. His pale face flushed, making blotches around the stamped red tattoo, and my anger boiled to a tipping point. The last thing he should be is embarrassed. They had marked him, as if he were an animal, branded and categorized.
“Xander—”
He pulled away from me. “I’m fine. Told you. Got my J-card now. Lots of jackers have them.”
My fists curled. I wanted to hit something.
He scanned me up and down, nodding his approval at my bulletproof jacket. “I see you’re all mesh down there in Jackertown. What’s it like? Have you guys invented some new secret weapons to fight the readers’ anti-jacker tech?”
He must not have been watching the news.
“Vellus has sent the National Guard in to surround Jackertown.”
His eyebrows hiked up. “Whoa, really? When?”
“Just this morning.”
He reached out a gangly hand to nudge my shoulder. “That didn’t stop you from busting out, though, did it?”
My mom and dad came around the corner, and the look on my dad’s face went from stormy to Category Five hurricane when he saw me. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t break my gaze from the angry red J on his cheek. Any ties he had to Vellus must not exempt him from being branded a jacker.
My mom broke free from under my dad’s arm and hurried over to hug me. Her wispy brown hair had more streaks of gray than I remembered, and it floated in a cloud that embraced me along with her arms. I unclenched my fists to hug her and fought through the tears that threatened to leak out of my eyes. She winced and pulled away, rubbing her shoulder like it was sore.
My gaze was glued to the spot where her hand gripped her jacket. “What did they do to you?” I had to force the words out through my teeth.
“They just took my DNA for the test.” She was still rubbing her arm.
That didn’t sound right at all. “Haven’t they ever heard of a saliva sample?” Just one more reason why my dad shouldn’t have come down here.
“They said they needed to take blood.”
Which didn’t make sense either.
She dropped her hand. “I’m fine, really, Kira.”
I blinked back angry tears and pressed my lips tightly together to keep from blurting out accusations at my dad. Neither would persuade him to help us.
My mom glanced at Xander, standing on my right, and we both knew he was busted. Then she gently took hold of my shoulders and looked me in the eyes. “Kira, why did you risk coming down here? I’m fine, sweetie. You didn’t need to come get me.”
I swallowed, unable to speak for a moment. I hadn’t even known they were at the testing station, much less had I come for her. I was here to recruit my dad on a ridiculously dangerous mission, one that would make my mom sick with worry. Guilt was a dagger through my gut.
My dad kept silent, his gaze flicking between Sasha, Myrtle, and me. His face was slowly turning purple under the shadow of yesterday’s forgotten shave. I could link in to hear his thoughts, but it was better to do this out in the open.
“Mom,” I said, then cleared my throat to make my voice stronger. “I’m glad you’re okay. I knew Dad would take care of you. That’s not why I’m here. I need to talk to him.”
My mom released my shoulders. “What is this about?”
My dad edged closer to her, putting his hand on her shoulder again, and I drew in a breath. This was going to be harder than I thought.
“I don’t suppose you’ve got Vellus’s phone number handy?” I asked my dad. His face lost some of its color. My mom looked rapidly back and forth between my dad and me.
“What does she mean, Patrick?” my mom asked.
My dad didn’t look at her, just held my gaze steady. “She means she wants me to kill the senator.”
My eyebrows flew up. “No!” I said. My dad narrowed his eyes. “Well, maybe,” I conceded. “He’s fencing in Jackertown so he can put us under siege. We need to stop him, right now, and…” I hesitated, not quite sure how to phrase it.
“And you want me be the one to do it.”
“We want you to help us get close to him,” Sasha spoke up from behind me. “I would much prefer a minute or two with the senator to actually killing him. He’ll be much more useful to us that way.”
My dad nodded slowly, and I hoped that nod meant he would help us. He had seen Sasha’s ability up close and personal when Sasha scribed Molloy, the jacker who turned my boyfriend Raf’s memories into Swiss cheese.
“Can you get us close to Vellus?” I asked my dad. “We only need a small window of time, and no one has to get killed.” At least I hoped no one would get killed. That would be the best possible outcome out of this. The worst was… bad.
“I don’t like the sound of this,” my mom said, peering up into my dad’s face.
My dad still didn’t look at her. “I’m sure he’ll want to see you, Kira.” He ran a hand through his hair, brown like mine, but cut short like Hinckley’s men. “But I can’t say that I like the idea.”
“We know he’s in town now, or at least he was earlier today.”
“I’m sure he would make a special stop to see you. Our house has been under surveillance since you left.” He glanced at Xander. “It’s a good thing you didn’t go there first. I don’t want any of this coming home.”
His clear blue eyes held mine. I hadn’t seen him in months, but I understood his unspoken words. This mission had to stay far away from my mom and Xander. On that, at least, we were in complete agreement.
“You can talk in code all you like, but I know what’s going on,” Xander said, giving me a look that was far too knowledgeable for his fourteen years. “I’ve been listening to Julian on the chat-casts. The day is here, exactly like Julian said it would be. We have to stand up for our right to exist or people like Vellus will destroy us.”
Hearing Xander quote Julian made a slither of fear crawl up my back. His synth tattoo burned red against the anger flaming his cheeks. Xander should be at home, watching out for my mom, not getting his J-card. He certainly didn’t belong in Julian’s JFA.
“Whatever it is that you’re planning,” Xander continued, “you still need someone to watch out for your mom.” He stood a little taller. “I can do that.”
I glanced at my dad and he seemed to think so too. An uncomfortable weight pressed on my chest, but I didn’t have the luxury of thinking of Xander as just a kid anymore.
“Okay,” I said. “Your part of this mission is to get Mom back home.”
Xander nodded too quickly. “Once she’s safe, I’ll come join you and Julian and the JFA.”
“No!” my dad and I both said at the same time.
Xander shrugged, like us saying “no” didn’t mean much to him. How long had he been planning to run off to join the JFA? My chest squeezed tighter. Was he doing this because of me? I didn’t know which was worse: Xander in the suburbs, marked as a jacker, or having him on the front lines, behind Vellus’s barricade. Neither one was good.
“There are changelings in Jackertown who can do a lot more than babysit a reader,” Myrtle said, giving Xander a nod of approval. “But if Kira and her dad are going to help the JFA, Xander, they need to know that you’re at home, keeping everyone safe.”
“She’s right,” my dad said to Xander. “I’m only going to be able to do this if I know you’re looking out for your mom, not running off to the JFA.”
Xander nodded his agreement. He looked disappointed, but not by much. Which worried me.
“Promise me, Xander,” I said. Then I cringed, because it felt like an odd echo of what Julian had said, right before I disobeyed his direct order and went after Vellus on my own.
Before Xander could answer, my dad’s face suddenly went on high alert. His gaze had been captured by something over my shoulder, down the alleyway. I flung my mind out behind me and ran smack into a trio of anti-jacker helmets. All of us pivoted as one toward them.
Three figures, one in the lead and two flanking him, marched steadily toward us, dressed in drab olive-and-brown camouflage. Their black boots and anti-jacker helmets looked military, but they weren’t any uniform I recognized, not even the black riot gear of the CJPD. But they had black guns pointed at our heads and skintight masks under their helmets.
Fronters.
Stupid young men proving how tough they were by hunting jackers. Stupid young men with guns.
I stepped in front of my mom to protect her. Three of them. Six of us, but one was a reader and one was a kid. I was armed, and I was pretty sure Sasha and my dad were packing, maybe Myrtle, too. We might be able to take them.
I flung my arm back, pushing my mom to the side of the alley until we were flush against the rough brick wall. As soon as I moved, Sasha, Xander, Myrtle, and my dad all scattered. I tucked up my leg to retrieve my dart gun and fired at the lead Fronter, the sound of their dart guns already popping the air as they shot at us. Xander went down by my feet, and Myrtle crouched over him, firing on the Fronters with a tiny gun gripped in her hand-knit gloves. I resisted the urge to go to them and kept shooting while the Fronters took cover behind the dumpster. Sasha zigzagged down the alley, getting closer to them. My dad flung himself against the wall in front of me, and I nearly shot him as he went by.
I cursed inwardly but realized that now he could cover my mom.
I quickly linked a thought to him, Stay with Mom! and pulled out before I could hear his response.
Halfway down the alley, Sasha was already down, but I saw what he was trying to do. He had been heading for the dumpster, to get into their blind spot, then maybe go over the top to get into close range, where he could get a hand on their helmets. All three Fronters were still behind the dumpster; even if I couldn’t get them all, I might be able to give enough distraction for my dad and Myrtle to sweep in and take the rest. I started to push off the wall, but my dad collapsed in front of me, sliding down the crumbling brick. I hesitated, not wanting to leave my mom. Something bit into my shoulder, sending racing streaks of pain down to my fingers. A dart stuck out of the arm of my ultralite. I fumbled to tug it out, but my hands weren’t working.
My mom cried out as I fell into her. I dove into my mind, ramping up my already pounding heart and searching for the trigger for my adrenaline, but darkness chased after me. I tried to push on it, but it buried me under an avalanche of horror, pressing on me with realization of what was happening.
We were caught.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Something was tapping my face. Roughly, more like slapping. It hurt.
I opened my eyes and cringed, hunching up my shoulders to protect my sore cheek. One of the Fronters crouched in front of me, his hand pulled back, ready to slap me again. How long had he been hitting me? The stinging told me he'd done it more than once or twice.
He didn’t hit me again, just stared from behind his skintight black mask. I couldn’t see his eyes, but the way his features moved under the Second Skin made me think he was smiling. Or possibly leering.
“What’s your name, beautiful?” His voice had the halting, thick sound of most readers, uneven from a lack of use, and it sent chills down to my toes. I looked away, trying to gather my wits and assess the situation.
It looked pretty bad.
I was leaned up against a rough wooden post that dug into my back. Bindings bit into my wrists, which were tied behind me, but when I moved, I found they were free of the post. The floor was cold concrete underneath me. Myrtle slumped by my side, still passed out from the tranq dart they's shot her with. My dad lay across a crack in the floor next to Myrtle, his hands and feet bound, also passed out.
Another Fronter stood behind Mr. Hitter, his arms crossed over his camouflage jacket and his face unmoving under his black mask and anti-jacker helmet. Even though his face was covered, his stare made me shiver. I had a hard time focusing past the two Fronters. Behind them, dim squares of light patchworked the floor between dozens of bare shelving racks. The air was musty and choking, as if every living thing had left long ago and taken the oxygen with them. The Fronters had brought us to some kind of abandoned warehouse, probably not far from the testing station, judging by how everyone was still passed out and they had to slap me awake.
But why?
An electric sparking sound and a muffled cry snapped my attention to my left. I blinked rapidly and Sasha came into focus, tied to another wooden post like mine, his body convulsing as the third Fronter held a Taser to him. The Fronter paused, then zapped him again. The current coursed through Sasha’s body, and mine twitched in response, every hair standing out in horror. The Staring Fronter tapped the shoulder of Mr. Hitter and jerked his thumb toward the Fronter who was torturing Sasha.
Mr. Hitter barked out, “Hey! We’re just supposed to bag and drag.”
Bag and drag. They had already “bagged” us, but where were they “dragging” us to?
The electric arcing cut off, leaving a faint smell of singed air in its wake. “Yeah, yeah,” the third Fronter complained. “Just having some fun here before we take 'em in to the DC.” He shrugged and stepped back, taking his Taser with him. The DC… the Detention Center.
Sasha slumped, held upright only by the rope tying him to the post. His dark, curly hair fell into his face, the rest of him deadly still. I hastily reached out to brush his mind. He was alive, just stunned to unconsciousness. My throat closed up, unsure if I should try to wake him. At least he wasn’t moaning anymore.
My heart squeezed when I saw a large red J inked on his cheek.
Jackers who were captured by Fronters simply disappeared, never to be seen again. I had assumed they were killed, but maybe not. Maybe the Fronters were working with Vellus’s Detention Center, rounding up jackers and dropping them there for incarceration. Which was better than outright killing, but that meant the Fronters and Vellus were somehow connected.
Staring Boy turned his mask-covered eyes back to me. His knuckles turned white as he clenched his hands, folded into his arms. Whoever he was, I had a feeling he would rather use the Taser on me than Sasha.
The bitter taste of fear and hatred stewed in my throat, pooling saliva in my mouth.
The Hitter still crouched in front of me, inspecting me. I spit my fear-fueled excess saliva straight into his face. He hit me again, sending a blinding wave of pain across my face. My cheek was on fire, like it was stung by a hundred angry ants. My assailant reached up between his helmet guard and the black mask, trying to wipe away the spit, but only managing to smear it. A crazy grin broke out across my face.
Mr. Hitter made a sound of disgust, then stood up and took a step back. I reined in the mania that was telling me to roll after him and bite his ankles. I needed to keep calm and find a way out of this. I blinked a couple of times and shook my head. It stayed fuzzy. I stepped up my heart rate to fight off the residual tranquilizer from the dart.
As my vision cleared, I realized all of a sudden that someone was missing. I jerked my head around, straining to see. Relief and fear grabbed equally at my throat when I didn’t see my mom or Xander anywhere.
“What have you done with them?” I asked, my voice still raspy from the sedative. “What did you do with the reader and the boy?”
Mr. Hitter tilted his head and chuckled. “Had to throw the kid back. The DC won’t take 'em that young, but don’t worry. Sooner or later he’ll join you there.”
So they let Xander go. “What about the reader?” I asked, my voice stronger this time, but he didn’t say anything more.
I sent up a fervent prayer that my mom was okay. Fronters loathed jackers, but they held readers in the highest esteem. I told myself they had no reason to hurt a reader like my mom, even if she was caught with jackers. They would think they had rescued her. Especially since she had just been to the testing station and was proven innocent of being a jacker. Whatever mark the test left on her shoulder, the lack of a red J on her cheek should be proof enough for the Fronters.
If wishes were granted on the strength of wanting them, my mom and Xander would be back home safe already.
Staring Boy’s face was still unmoving, not even a blink underneath the fabric.
Mr. Hitter turned to him. “You want this one? You can have her. She’s a spitter.”
Staring Boy didn’t say anything, but his knuckles cracked as he clenched his fist tighter. Mr. Hitter seemed to notice the tension rippling through Staring Boy’s body as well.
“Hey,” Mr. Hitter said, batting Staring Boy’s chest with the back of his hand. “You want some privacy for this one?” He was leering again, and his words sent fear gushing into an icy pool in my stomach.
Staring Boy turned sharply to Mr. Hitter and shoved him in the shoulder. Not overly hard, but enough to take Mr. Hitter by surprise.
“Whoa!” he protested, throwing up his hands. “What’s got you all riled up?” Then he looked back at me, peering closer this time. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and snapped a picture of me. Then he examined the image, or maybe something else, on his phone.
“No way,” he said. “It’s her.”
I swallowed through the tightness in my throat. They knew who I was. This was, in no way, a good thing. Mr. Hitter turned to the Fronter by the post where Sasha was hung. “Hey, come check this out! You’re never going to guess who we bagged.”
Staring Boy’s hands dropped to his side. His chest rose and fell, small puffs of air inflating his skintight mask where it stretched over his mouth, now slightly parted. This sharpened the fear in me even more. With my dad and Myrtle passed out and Sasha tied up, the only hope was me somehow getting us out of this. But it looked like Staring Boy had an issue with me.
Which meant he might have a special party planned just for me.
A quick check of my ankles and the back of my pants showed the Fronters had taken all my weapons. Of course. Maybe if I surged up a crazy amount of adrenaline, plus my fast-twitch muscles, I could leap up and catch them off guard. Run at them, or maybe simply run away. That was it: I needed to run. I could come back with reinforcements. Or at least weapons. It made me sick to think of leaving, but getting dragged to the Detention Center wouldn’t help either. If I even made it that far.
Myrtle, lying next to me, let out a low moan. Maybe she was waking. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Her jacking skills were extraordinary, but they meant nothing as long as the Fronters had their helmets on. Then she was just a frail old woman.
I brushed her granite-like mindbarrier, hoping like crazy she would let me in. Myrtle, it's me!
Kira? She stirred, her face grinding into the dirty floor, but her mindbarrier relaxed a little, letting me in. She was struggling to open her eyes.
Play possum, Myrtle! I have a plan! I linked it so hard and fast that she reflexively pushed me out again. But she got the message because her body relaxed into the floor.
I closed my eyes, trying to quell the hitched breathing that was taking over my lungs. I didn’t know if I could take Myrtle with me, but playing dead would keep her from being abused, at least for a while. Running was still our best hope.
I needed to focus, ignore the drumbeat sound of blood pounding in my ears and the shuffling of footsteps. Dive deep into my mind, go down the elevator. I amped up my adrenaline along the way, and the heat of it coursed through my system, readying my body for the run of its life. I dug down deeper, finding the thread, following the pathway, and hoping I could get away before the blowback hit. The Fronters’ voices fell around my ears. I tried to ignore them, but they beat their way into my consciousness, slowing me down.
“Wow,” one said. “It really is her.”
“Are you going to just tag and drag her?” another one asked. “She’s on the Most Wanted list, like the other two…”
“That’s the protocol,” the first one said. “But hey, man, I can understand if you’d like to, you know, do something a little different here.”
 “Yeah,” one chuckled. “Maybe show her a good time, huh? A little payback for what she did?”
There was a scuffle on the floor in front of me. “Okay! Okay. I was just joking.”
My body trembled with the adrenaline overload. The shaking of my body and the pounding of their words were distracting me. The Fronters were silent for a moment, and I kept following the thread to the center where my fast-twitch muscles were controlled. A couple of more seconds…
“We’ll tag her just like the rest,” Staring Boy said. “You take care of the old woman. Leave Kira to me.” His smooth and practiced voice saying my name made my heart stutter and ripped my focus out of my head.
My eyes popped open, and I gasped in a breath.
“Raf?”




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Staring Boy whipped his head to me, and I knew it was Raf, even though I couldn’t see his face. Same build, same tall, trim soccer physique. A single dark curl of hair poking from beneath his mask, right at the nape of his neck.
All feeling drained into the deep pit in my chest. Adrenaline still sang through my body, crying out for me to kick, scream, run—something—but all will to move had emptied out once Raf’s voice jerked me from the depths of my mind. His face was obscured by the skintight mask, but his jaw visibly worked underneath it.
“How…” I said. “Why…” The words were a jumble in my mouth and in my brain. “How did you find me?” I finally spat out.
That seemed to unleash whatever invisible force was holding him back.
“Find you!” He dropped to one knee, leaning forward and curling a fist. I stared at it, wondering if he was planning on hitting me with it. I was too dumbfounded by that thought to do or say anything.
“I never wanted to find you!” He was so close that his words reached me on huffs of air. “If I never saw you again in my entire life, it would be too soon!”
I watched his mouth move under the taut fabric of the mask. It mesmerized me. The words washed over me like a hundred shards of glass that were somehow painless, even while they sliced me to ribbons. I would feel the cuts later.
Raf’s memories—his life—was a Swiss cheese of randomness, all because of me. It made sense for him to hate me, given all the lies his parents had told him, but to join a hate group?
A small voice inside me said, You should have known this would happen. After what you did to him.
But it was so far from the boy I loved—who I still loved, even though that boy didn’t exist anymore—that my brain couldn’t process it.
Next to us, Mr. Hitter had pinned Myrtle to the floor, his beefy knee punching deep into her stomach. Her legs kicked, landing nothing but air. He covered her mouth with one enormous hand. My heart clenched, wondering if Myrtle could even breathe. He twisted her head to one side and pressed his other hand flush against her cheek. I couldn’t see if there was a synth-tattoo film under his palm, but I was sure that was what he was doing.
She’s on the Most Wanted list… I thought the Fronters' attacks and the testing station summons were random, but apparently the Fronters and Vellus were working together with a list of some kind. And how did Fronters get hold of government-issued jacker tattoos? You couldn’t get those at the local synth-parlor; they had special anti-counterfeiting measures built in.
Even though Myrtle struggled, the Fronter held her head still for the thirty-second transfer. She made no sound, just glared hatred at her attacker.
This was what Raf had become?
Molloy had taken all Raf’s memories of me, but he hadn’t rewritten Raf the way Sasha could. Somewhere under the Second Skin mask was the boy I grew up with. Raf’s mask blew in and out with his labored breathing, his face near mine. Blood and adrenaline pounded through my body, but there was only one thing that was important to me. And it wasn’t running away.
“I don’t blame you,” I said, nodding, “for never wanting to see me again. That’s why…” My voice cracked. “That’s why I left, so you wouldn’t accidentally run into me.”
Raf leaned back, his breath hitching a little, then a scowl bunched the fabric on his forehead.
“If you weren’t looking for me…” My voice faded. Was it just random? Was the universe simply that cruel to me? It wouldn’t surprise me, if that’s all it were.
“We were looking for him.” Raf jerked his head toward my father. The third Fronter hooked his hands under my dad’s arms and dragged him toward the far end of the warehouse. My throat closed up, watching my dad’s boots bump against a shelving rack as the Fronter pulled him out of sight.
I swung back to face Raf. “Were you trying to get back at me by going after my family?” I didn’t want to believe he would take it that far.
Raf rocked back on his heels, still squatting in front of me. That’s when I noticed he had a tattoo film clenched in his hand. A bright red J was stamped across the clear sheet.
“And how did you know?” I asked, my voice gaining strength. “How did you know that my dad would be at the clinic?”
He didn’t answer me. A moan from Myrtle drew our focus. The Fronter who had tagged her was done. He rose and lumbered over to Sasha. The third Fronter had returned, without my dad, and together they worked to take Sasha down from the post. They were going to drag him away, like my dad. To the DC.
Raf waited until they were busy, then whispered to me. “The name Moore came up. We weren’t going to take them in to the DC. I just… I just wanted some answers.”
“Answers?” So Vellus hadn’t sent Raf after my family; Raf had done it for his own reasons.
 “Why?” Raf demanded. “Why did you do this to me? Was it some kind of sick joke to you?”
“I didn’t jack you, Raf. I never would—”
“You punched holes in my mind!” His voice had turned from whisper to hiss. “There are whole pieces of my life that are missing now!”
The pieces that had me in them.
“I didn’t do it, Raf, I swear to you.” I blinked to clear the blurriness, but that only rolled the tears down my cheeks. Raf turned away, disgusted. “But maybe I should have.” That made him swing back. “Maybe if I had jacked you to forget about me, you wouldn’t have had this.” I gestured with my chin to Myrtle, who had recovered well enough to work her way up to sitting. “All of this wouldn’t have happened to you. They attacked you because of me. They took out the pieces that… that had me in them. I’m sorry you were caught in the middle, Raf. I’m so sorry.”
My shoulders sagged, the truth draining any remaining fight out of me. I was bitterly, painfully sorry; but sorry didn’t cover the giant black-hole-sized amount of pain and regret that I carried around in my chest. I had never had a chance to say it before. But what Raf was doing now… it had to be stopped. I couldn’t let this be who he had become. Who I had turned him into.
He pulled back and stared at me, that unblinking stare from before. Then he slowly reached up and pulled the mask down, uncovering his face and gathering the fabric under his chin.
“I want you to see me,” he said. “I want you to see who finally tagged you for what you are.”
He had the same deep chocolate-brown eyes that I loved, but they were dulled, like a film of forgetfulness had been drawn across them. They were the eyes of an old man who has lost something precious but can no longer remember what.
That’s when I felt the cuts, like small surgical strikes on my heart.
I didn’t flinch as he leaned forward, tattoo in hand. If it weren’t for the anti-jacker helmet, I could have plunged into his mind, but I already knew what was there from all the times he had let me in so willingly. I looked into his eyes and spoke the truth to them.
“This isn’t you,” I whispered. He was close now. The others were too far to hear, carrying Sasha away. Even Myrtle would have had to strain to hear us.
He raised the tattoo. “Yes, it is,” he said between his teeth. “You don’t know me.”
“No, Raf,” I said. “You have it backward. You don’t remember me. But I know you.”
He faltered, looking more than a little freaked out by that statement. I kept my voice low. “You’re a good person, Raf. The best.” I pushed the words out like they were a force field that could stop his hand, which still hovered near my cheek. “You’re kind and decent and good. You did things for me—you helped me—when I needed it most. You were the one person who understood what it was like for me to be so… different. Who accepted me and looked past all of it. That part of you, the part with the open heart, is still inside you, Raf. That part doesn’t go away, no matter what you remember or don’t. It’s part of who you are.” I swallowed down the dryness in my throat, and it didn’t escape my notice that Raf had frozen in place, his hand hovering in the empty air between us.
“This,” I flicked my gaze to the tattoo, “this isn’t who you are, Raf. If I could change what happened to you, I would. In an instant. I would give anything—anything—to erase it. Just because I can’t undo what’s happened, please… don’t throw away the good and decent part of you, Raf. The part that I loved.”
I gasped, not intending to say that last part and wishing all of a sudden that I could pull the words back in, keep them inside me like the air I held trapped in my lungs.
Raf’s hand literally wavered in the air, swinging closer and farther from my cheek, emotions flitting across his face with it. In one quick motion, he peeled away the thin plastic film that covered the tattoo. I closed my eyes and waited for the stinging that would come when the tattoo’s acid etched into my skin. Waited for the rough feel of his hands grasping my head and holding me still while he marked me. I couldn’t help thinking of the tattoo he’d put on our wrists, matching hearts when we were in love, pretending the world wouldn’t notice and would let us stay that way. That tattoo had faded. I told myself this one would too, even if it would mark my heart forever, just as the first one had.
After several seconds of waiting, I realized nothing was happening.
I opened my eyes. Raf’s hand had dropped and the tattoo lay on the floor. I glanced at it, then met his stare, trembling and wondering what he was thinking. Before I could say anything, Raf reached behind his back and drew something out. A silver knife blade glinted dull yellow from the late afternoon sun that fell through the high windows of the warehouse.
I sucked in a breath, but he was too fast. Before I could pull back, he had put his arms around me and grabbed my wrists. In a painful tug that cut into my skin, the bindings fell free. Raf stepped quickly back, rising up to his full height and staring down at me. I still sat on the floor, but now with free hands. I marveled at them, then looked up at him, speechless.
He scuffled over to Myrtle and cut her bindings too, then sheathed the knife behind him again.
“I don’t ever want to see you again,” Raf said, staring at me with a wide-eyed look, like he wasn’t quite sure I hadn’t jacked him into letting us go. Or that he was doing the right thing. But he was doing it nonetheless.
I nodded, unable to form words.
He turned and walked in the direction the other Fronters had dragged my father and Sasha. I didn’t hesitate. I leaped up, grabbed Myrtle’s hand, and yanked her small frame to standing. We ran in the opposite direction, weaving through empty shelves, searching for the back of the warehouse, stumbling over stray boxes left strewn on the floor. I prayed we would find a back door and that Raf wouldn’t change his mind before we could get away.
A dull gray metal door beckoned, half-covered by a stack of cardboard boxes. We shoved them out of the way and pushed the door open, running blindly into the afternoon light. I heard angry shouts behind us, but I didn’t waste time looking back.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

We kept running until the Fronters were out of my reach and we couldn’t hear their angry shouts any longer. Then I stepped down the pace, letting Myrtle catch her breath. We steered clear of the demens floating around the abandoned brownstones and decaying storefronts. The wintery wind blew lonely down the street, lifting scattered dead leaves into the air for company. The Fronters had taken my flak jacket, so I only had my ultralite, and the dying afternoon sun didn’t warm the air in the slightest.
My quarter-mile sweep didn’t reach the testing station, but I recognized the nearby buildings from our autocab ride in. We weren’t far from Jackertown. The tactical piece of my mind kept track of the relative position of Fronters' hideout. Maybe Julian could send a strike team later, in case they kidnapped more jackers. I wished we could call for backup now, before my dad and Sasha ended up in the DC, but the Fronters had taken my phone as well.
Eventually, my reach found several National Guardsmen patrolling the half-constructed barricade. As we approached, we feigned that Myrtle was in dire need of jacker medical attention that could only be found in Jackertown. She was shaking from the residual tranq dart, which made her pretty convincing. The Guardsman were more intent on stopping and searching an inbound truck delivering groceries. The truck got turned back, but we were let through with a warning: they had orders not to let anyone back out again.
Like we didn’t know that.
I was desperate to call my mom or Xander, praying they were safe. Emotions roiled through me as we wove through the Jackertown streets and approached the JFA headquarters. We had failed so badly, I didn’t know how I was going to face anyone there.
I swung open the heavy door to HQ and tensed in anticipation of seeing Julian again, but there was only Anna and a smattering of JFA recruits milling in the central kitchen area. Myrtle coughed and shrugged off her jacket. The J still blazed red on her cheek, but her whole face was unevenly splotched. She didn’t look well, probably because of the trauma of being branded like cattle.
Anna stalked over to us. “What happened to you?” she asked Myrtle, about as subtle as a hand grenade.
“I’m fine,” Myrtle said, but I could tell she wasn’t, not really. I gestured that she should go sit on the couch. My anger threatened to boil up out of me and explode on Anna.
 “Fronters captured us,” I said quietly to Anna, trying to deflect her attention from Myrtle gingerly settling in on the couch. Unwelcome tears sprang up, and I coughed to cover them, wiping my face while turned away.
“What?” There was no sympathy in Anna’s voice. More like, how could you manage to get captured by Fronters? “Where is Sasha?” She looked to the door, which was already shut against the Chicago winter winds.
“The Fronters have him,” I said, my voice choking up. “And my dad, too. I think they’ve taken them to the Detention Center.”
Anna pressed a fist to her forehead and turned from me as if she didn’t have words for how massively I had messed up. I was barely holding things together as it was—I didn’t need her dressing me down.
Then I saw Ava.
She hovered at the periphery of the kitchen, holding on to the edge of the counter like it was a life preserver. On the best of days, Ava was thin, pale, and wispy. Today, she looked like she was about to float away. I stepped toward her to hug her or something, then stopped. I had managed to get her boyfriend captured, Tasered, branded, and hauled off to the DC. Any words I might have were empty and stuck in my throat.
“Is he…?” Ava asked, her voice as light as a feather. “Did they…?”
“He’s alive,” I rushed out. I would sooner have been branded myself than tell her the man she loved had been strapped to a post and tortured. “They took him to the Detention Center, but I promise you, we’ll get him out. I promise, Ava.” I wanted to hug her, to erase the tormented look on her face, but I couldn’t. I was shaking too badly myself.
Anna reined in her anger enough to whip back and face me. “You need to tell Julian this. I don’t want him to hear it from me.”
I swallowed and nodded.
“He’s on the roof,” Anna said, more quietly this time, the heat evaporating from her voice.
I avoided Ava’s gaze as I swiped a spare phone off the kitchen counter and headed toward the back. My boots clanged heavily on the metal steps of the stairwell to the roof, the echoes bouncing off the concrete silo to pound on my ears. I jacked into the phone and sent a call to my mom first, but it went straight to message. So did Xander’s. Maybe the Fronters had taken their phones too. I hadn’t sensed either of them near the Fronters' hideout. Could they have managed to find an autocab, without phones and in the no-man’s-land that autocabs were programmed to avoid? That seemed very unlikely. They had to be wandering around, trying to get back home after Raf and the other Fronters had released them.
Raf’s last words had lifted me in a perverse way. I never want to see you again. It wasn’t so much the words as the way he said them. Without the hatred. Without the anger. Somehow they reached straight into the black hole of my heart and showed how empty it was. I had spent the last four months trying to fill that hole with other things, not realizing it wasn’t right for anyone to walk around with empty spaces inside them.
I understood why Raf had gone after my dad. To get answers, he had said.
To fill up the holes again.
The irony wasn’t lost on me: I could change the chemistry of my brain, cause my muscles to alter their form, ramp my heart rate up and down, but I couldn’t heal my own heart.
I paused, my hand on the chilled doorknob at the top of the stairs. I had to face Julian, having failed in a mission he never wanted to send me on. Having lost not only Sasha, but also my dad and any chance of getting Vellus. And I wasn’t even sure if Julian wanted to talk to me.
I took a deep breath and eased open the door, the blustery wind fighting me for it. The setting sun had painted the sky blood orange, and plasma lights had started to wink on throughout Jackertown, though it wasn’t quite dark yet.
Julian sat cross-legged at the corner of the building, right at the precipice, like he was meditating. He faced away from me and surveyed the broken brick and boarded-up landscape that was Jackertown. I had been whisper silent when I opened the door, but I could tell by the way Julian’s back turned ramrod straight that he had sensed me.
He didn’t turn around.
I didn’t reach out—no one volunteered to link in to Julian’s mind, if they could help it. But at this moment, as my boots crunched the graveled surface of the rooftop, stepping slowly heel-to-toe up to him, I wished that he would hold back his automatic defense mechanism so that I could link in to his mind, and he could read my thoughts.
Just so I wouldn’t have to say them out loud.
When I had crossed half the roof, only a dozen feet between us, his voice made me freeze: it was as biting as the wind on my damp face. “I haven’t seen you on the tru-casts. Or any news about Vellus having a sudden change of heart. Did your father tell you no?”
I didn’t say anything, just closed the distance between us and stood behind him. He still hadn’t faced me.
“You know,” he said, “I can reach a hundred minds from here. Sense their instincts, their most basic drives. The things that make them love or hate or protect. It’s a sea of primal emotion that I can reach out and shape with a thought. And I can reach thousands more with my words on the short comms and chat-casts.” He stopped. “But I can never reach you, even when you’re just a few feet away.”
Words burst out of my throat like sob. “We were captured by Fronters.”
Julian’s head whipped to the side, then he pivoted out of his meditation pose and stood in one smooth motion. His hands reached for me, gently taking hold of my shoulders. He looked me over, head to toe, like he expected to find a bullet hole somewhere between my ultralite and cargo pants.
His gaze finally traveled back up to mine. “Are you okay?” His voice was soft, and he was so close… the same gush of emotion swept through me as when he had kissed me before. My body sang with his touch.
“I’m fine.” My voice betrayed me by squeaking. “But the Fronters tagged Sasha and took him and my dad to the Detention Center. One of the Fronters let Myrtle and me go…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it was Raf. “I couldn’t stop them, Julian. I was tied up, and poor Myrtle… I couldn’t stop them, and…” The words were coming out in gasps now. “And I lost our chance to get Vellus, and my mom and Xander are missing, and I’m sorry…”
Julian’s hands moved up, warm on my face. “Shh. Shh. It’s okay. It’ll be all right.” His words washed over and soothed me. He had that holding-back look that I had misunderstood so many times before… but I couldn’t let him kiss me. The rush through my body wanted it, but with the crazy mix of emotions rolling through my chest, I couldn’t be sure it was real. Not just an instinct. Not just my body responding to his brilliant blue eyes and gentle touch. I hadn’t even sorted out the first time, but it was real for him: he deserved the same from me.
I took a half step back. The wind carried away the heat and intensity building between us.
His hands dropped to his sides, his shoulders falling with them. “You’re never going to forgive me, are you?”
I blinked. “What?”
He sucked in a breath. “You’re never going to forgive me for what happened to your boyfriend. To… Raf.” He stumbled over Raf’s name, as if he didn’t want to say it out loud. “It’s because you love him, isn’t it? I mean, you really did love him, and you can’t forgive me for not saving him in time.”
My lips opened and closed, the words they were trying to form swirling in my mind. How could I explain that seeing Raf had made me realize how empty I was? The pain in Julian’s eyes was making it difficult for me to speak.
“I don’t blame you for Raf,” I finally choked out. “That was all Molloy, and he paid for it. I can’t…” I searched for words but all I found was pain. “I just… there’s something wrong with me, Julian. I’m… broken.” The word escaped me, carried on pain wrenched from deep inside. Julian’s hands flew back to my face, gently cupping my cheeks.
He ducked his head to whisper, “Let me fix it.”
The words surged up a crazy thought, a demens kind of hope. Maybe he could reach through our linked thoughts, like he had when we were being held in Kestrel’s prison, and heal this wound inside me that I couldn’t seem to seal up.
I peered up at him, his face close. “Can you fix me? Like you did before? If I linked in to your mind…”
Julian shrank back, pain flashing across his face and slicing me through the heart.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“You wouldn’t have to…” I stopped. You wouldn’t have to make me fall in love with you. I couldn’t say that out loud and simply thinking it was making me dizzy. “You could just… just fix the part that’s not working.” This wasn’t coming out right, and every word seemed to stab into Julian, which wasn’t what I wanted at all.
“It wouldn’t be real, Kira.” His voice was back to the icy coldness that matched the wind. “You don’t understand. It’s all connected and I couldn’t just… you would be different. I’m not sure that you would be able to love someone again. Not for real.” He paused, then softened. “But I guess… I could make the pain stop. Is that what you want me to do?”
Guilt twisted me so hard my chest physically caved in. I knew he was still tormented by the one time he had permanently altered someone’s instincts. My simply asking hurt him—how much more would it hurt for him to actually reach into my instincts and change me? Yet he would do it, or at least try, if I wanted. It made me realize how messed up I was, that I would even consider having Julian handle away my pain.
I straightened, trying to regain some of my shredded dignity. “No, I… I shouldn’t have asked.” I gave a rueful half laugh. “You would think I could fix myself, right? With all my crazy mind powers.” I waved my hand in the air, trying to joke it off, but it came out weak. My shoulders slumped. “I’m a mess, Julian. Trust me, you don’t want to be mixed up in it.”
“You’re not a mess.” His voice was warm again. Patient. Understanding. My heart squeezed with the familiarity of it. It was how Raf used to talk to me.
“Well, there’s no question that I’ve messed things up pretty good,” I said, desperately trying to change the topic away from my pathetic emotional state. “Vellus is still in his right mind, I’ve managed to lose one of our best assets, and you don’t even want to see Myrtle’s face.” An image of Myrtle, bent under the Fronter’s knee, surged up and buried my attempt at lightheartedness. “They need you downstairs to come clean up my mess. They need you to lead them, encourage them, like you always do. To help them find a new plan of how to deal with Vellus, now that I’ve failed.”
“You know,” he said, peering at my hanging head, “it was always you who should be leading them, not me. From the beginning, I’ve known that was true.”
Even now, Julian wanted me to step up and stand by his side. His judgment was clouded, obviously, by the feelings he had for me, but it was tremendously sweet. Still, he wasn’t thinking it through.
“I can’t even keep the people I love safe, Julian,” I said. “My dad is in the Detention Center, which is bad enough, but my mom and Xander are also lost somewhere. The Fronters released them, but I can’t reach my mom on her phone.” I paused to clear the closing up of my throat. “I couldn’t lead them out of a paper bag. I never meant for any of this to happen. All I’ve ever wanted was to keep them safe.”
“I know,” he said, gently. “Which is precisely why it should have been you leading us all along.”
I frowned, shaking my head. He wasn’t even making sense now. And he had a kind of glow about him that seemed at odds with the direness of our situation.
“I need you by my side, Kira.” It was a simple statement, and I flashed back to when he had said it before, at the Mediation Center. “Right now the JFA needs us both,” he continued. “Besides, I’ve been thinking. There may be a way we can stop Vellus and get everyone safely back as well. Including your family.”
My eyebrows rose. How did this boy always manage to find hope in the darkest of situations?
He smiled down at me. “Are you with me?”
There was no question in my heart. Whatever idea Julian had, I was in one hundred percent.
I mustered a small smile. “I’m standing on your freezing-cold roof, aren’t I?”
He grinned, grabbed my hand, and towed me toward the stairwell.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

“This whole revolutionary thing,” Ava said, “has a certain odor that I didn’t expect.”
Odor was a generous term. The tunnel stank of mildew and countless small dead things. After a night of fitful sleep and a rash of tactical planning early this morning, I was now marching alongside Ava through a thirty-foot-high sewage tunnel a couple of hundred feet below Jackertown. Our helmet lamps cast beams that were quickly swallowed by the inky darkness, barely reaching the crew ahead of us: Julian, Myrtle, Hinckley, and seven of Hinckley’s military jackers. Technically the tunnel wasn’t for sewage, just storm runoff. This far underground, the earth warmed the bedrock walls and kept the trickle of water that ran along the bottom from freezing.
But that didn’t help with the smell.
“You could go back.” I snuck a sideways look at Ava so I wouldn’t flash her with my helmet-mounted light, but her face was too shadowed to read. “It’s not too late. Sasha’s going to be really upset if he finds out you went on a mission without him.”
“Would you stay home?” She took something from the pocket of her cargo pants and bound her long blond hair at the back of her combat helmet. “If you were in my position, wouldn’t you do anything you could to bring home the man you loved?”
It wasn’t a fair question. Ava knew all I’d done to try to save Raf. “It’s not the same. Sasha made Julian promise. You know how he feels about his promises.”
“I know,” Ava said lightly as if this barely concerned her. “He should have checked with me first.”
I shook my head but smiled under the cover of dark, then glanced up, shining my lamp on the roughhewn rock above us. Up ahead in the vast darkness of the tunnel, an access portal would lead to the surface somewhere beyond the perimeter of Jackertown. Julian said the portal might be marked by emergency lighting, but we couldn’t count on it. I kept checking for a hole in the ceiling, hoping we hadn’t missed it by mistake.
“Can you reach the station yet?” I asked Ava.
She slowed but kept walking. “We’re almost to the perimeter shield. A little farther and I’ll be able to survey the station.” The target of our mission—the Hawthorne Water Pumping Station—was only a mile outside the perimeter. Which was outside my reach, but Ava should have no problem once we were past the shield.
I nodded and picked up the pace to join Julian. He trailed behind Hinckley and his men, their helmet lights bobbing and collectively illuminating the mist that clung to the walls and drifted along the floor. Over Anna’s objections, Julian had insisted on joining the mission. She had stayed behind to maintain chain-of-command, sending Hinckley in her place. He had suggested leaving a copy of my chat-cast recording with Anna; I agreed, although the idea of her watching it made me squirm almost as much as when I made it.
 “Hey,” I said to Julian when I reached him. “Ava says she’ll be able to give us surveillance soon.”
“Excellent,” he said. “We’re making good time, which will give us room to plan once we get a read on the station.”
Julian’s plan was simple and dangerous: take over the water pumping station, hold it hostage, and negotiate with Vellus to release the JFA prisoners at the Detention Center including my dad and Sasha and anyone else illegally detained there. My mom and Xander were still missing—I’d already asked Ava to search Jackertown, but they weren’t inside the perimeter. Once my dad was free, we would look for my mom and Xander together.
Julian dropped his voice so it didn’t echo in the tunnel. “I wish you could have talked Ava out of coming.”
“I’m not exactly the poster girl for that discussion,” I said. “I wish you had told Myrtle to stay behind; she’s in no shape for this.”
“Touché,” he said. “Except that Myrtle is vital to the mission.”
Myrtle had recovered somewhat from the trauma with the Fronters, but Anna and I both thought she should have stayed behind. Julian had won that fight, too, saying Myrtle was key to the PR part of the mission. Which I still didn’t understand.
“What odds do you put on Vellus agreeing to turn over the prisoners?” I stepped sideways to avoid a patch of slimy green moss on the floor. Julian did the same and then we met back in the middle.
“The mere fact that we escaped his perimeter fence will give Vellus pause,” Julian said. “We won’t need to assassinate or scribe him if we can blunt the effect of his actions. Jackers are still coming from all over the country to Jackertown, even with the barricade up. We’re entrenched and we have strength in numbers—Vellus hasn’t resorted to military assault because quarantining us is a much better play with the public. This isn’t only about Jackertown, Kira, or even Illinois. The entire country is watching what happens here. If we can take the station with a minimum of casualties…” I raised my eyebrows, but it was too dark for him to see. “…then we’ll be more sympathetic in the public eye. We need to win the hearts of mindreaders if we’re going to survive long enough to make it to the tipping point.”
“The tipping point?”
“The point where mindreaders have to accept us. Jackers don’t have to be the majority—although that day will come as well—we just need a majority of mindreaders to believe that locking up jackers in the Detention Center is unacceptable. That’s why you’re one of my most powerful weapons, Kira.”
“Me?” I smirked. “You mean you don’t keep me around for my charm, good looks, and freaky ability to run faster than a cheetah?”
He grinned. “Those are rather attractive features as well.” Then he got serious. “The reason Vellus wants you is the same reason I don’t want you anywhere near him. You are still the original sympathetic face of the jackers. People remember you rescuing those changelings, Kira, a brilliant piece of PR that I couldn’t have dreamed up on my best day.”
“Yeah,” I said. “PR. That’s absolutely what I was thinking at the time.”
“I know it’s not.” Even in the dark, I could see him roll his eyes. “But in one act, you did something I’ve been struggling to do ever since.”
“What’s that?” I asked, not following him entirely.
“You humanized jackers.” He paused, holding back from saying something more, which piqued my curiosity. Julian was rarely stymied for words. His helmet light made a steady spot on the back of Hinckley’s head ahead of us. “You made us seem human,” he said quietly, “but you were more than that. I watched the tru-cast like everyone else that day. You were brave and selfless and full of the determination that those changelings had a right to exist. You were willing to do everything and anything to bring them home.” He dipped his head and peeked a sideways look at me. “You inspired me, Kira. At a time when I really needed it. And that was before I even knew you.”
The weight of his words held my breath captive in my chest. “And now,” I said softly, “you know what a mess I really am.”
“And now,” he said, looking straight forward again, “you make it very difficult for me to be objective in my duties.”
I didn’t know what to say to that.
He smiled into the dark. “But, once upon a time, a girl on a tru-cast showed me that some causes are worth risking everything for. And I wasn’t the only one. She showed it to the entire world. It’s the very opposite of what Vellus says we are. He wants to dehumanize us, lock us up, make us appear too dangerous to set free. And as long as the public believes that is acceptable, we are fighting a losing battle. Which is why it’s important for us to secure the water station—but with minimum casualties. Especially if we’re going to threaten to cut off the water supply to the suburbs.”
I let out the breath I was holding, glad we were back in safe territory again. “I’m thinking water-terrorism isn’t making us sympathetic to anyone.” I was half-joking, but I could just imagine the reaction of Raf’s family to jackers turning off their water. Mama Santos would have a fit.
“Which is why,” Julian said, “a grandma who was recently tagged by Fronters is the perfect person to make demands.”
Myrtle would make a compelling spokesperson, I had to admit. Plus, shutting off the water wouldn’t really endanger anyone in the suburbs. It would be inconvenient, but they had other ways of getting water. After all, they didn’t have the National Guard surrounding them with a fence.
“I’m not sure we’ll have time to make demands,” I said. “It won't take long for Vellus to redeploy the National Guardsmen from Jackertown to Hawthorne. We’re just not that far away.”
“Once we have control of the water station,” Julian said, “we’ll be expecting their counterattack. Like the power station, the water station is practically a bunker, so it won’t be easy for them.” He paused to let me step over a pooled clump of slime. “Vellus won’t want an extended military battle in the middle of Chicago. Even if he doesn’t agree to all our demands, we need to hold the water station. It doesn’t just feed water to the suburbs, but to Jackertown as well. It’s like the power station—we won’t last through a siege without it.”
“So we’re not just bargaining for the prisoners.”
“No, this is about fighting to survive.” He tipped his head toward me but kept the light from shining in my eyes. “But you've always known those were the stakes, haven’t you?”
I nodded. Vellus’s move to quarantine us in our own homes was confirmation of everything Julian had been predicting: Vellus planned to eliminate us. While we were still few in number, he could quarantine us, and if we died of malnutrition or thirst or disease, Vellus could claim he hadn’t actually killed anyone.
It was completely evil, but also slightly genius. Which was a pretty fair description of Vellus.
One of the head lamps in front of us shone up on the ceiling, spotlighting the access portal. A vertical tunnel had been carved in the rock, and a very long ladder climbed up through it. My tactical mind protested the idea of climbing up that hole one at a time. If anyone was expecting us at the top, it would be easy to pick us off. I reached up to the surface, but there was no one there. The water station was still out of my reach.
Ava caught up to us. “There’s a building with a disruptor shield topside and about a half mile to the south.”
“That’s Hawthorne.” Julian had one foot on the first ladder rung when Ava fluttered a hand to stop him.
“Wait,” she said. “There are guards posted outside the pumping station. Two with anti-jacker helmets. I can barely sense them moving against the stationary background of the shield.”
“That seems like a lot of security for a water station,” I said.
Julian frowned. “They must have realized it’s a critical water-supply point for Jackertown. Or maybe they beefed up security after we took the electrical station? Hard to say. Maybe they were planning on cutting off the water to Jackertown even sooner than I thought.” He started climbing the ladder. “We need to get eyes up top.”
I wished he had let someone else go first. I tucked in behind him, and we all single-filed up the ladder. I couldn’t sense any blank spots of anti-jacker helmets in the range of my reach, just a few demens floating around topside. We were still deep in the no-man’s-land of the city. When we reached the top, we spilled out of the hole in the ground like spiders crawling out of a drain, all black-garbed and heavily armed. The ultralites and bulletproof vests kept us warm against the crisp morning air, but the bright winter sunshine made me squint.
We trotted forward in a crouched run. I pulled to the front of the group with Hinckley, and Julian fell to the back with Ava. The streets were wide and the buildings low, a few stories high, without the narrow alleyways and hiding spots of Jackertown. Sneaking up on the water station might be a problem. While we were still a block away, I flung my hand out to catch Hinckley in the chest, stopping him and our entire entourage.
I brushed Hinckley’s mind. I didn’t expect our voices to carry down the block, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Take two of your men for reconnaissance. Hinckley nodded and motioned to two of his hulking military jackers.
Dart guns only, I linked a parting thought to him. Julian’s orders.
Hinckley frowned but didn’t protest. Their thick black boots made no sound as they crept forward. Behind us, Julian appeared to be having a mind-link conversation with Myrtle, probably going over her role once we were inside. I didn’t like it—she looked more shriveled than normal, the oversized flak jacket hanging loose around her body—but I could see Julian’s point about her being a sympathetic face.
I brushed Myrtle’s rocklike mindbarrier, wanting to join the conversation. Even though she relaxed her mindbarrier, I still had to shove hard to make it through. Her lilac mindscent was almost overpowering.
What do you make of these guards out in front of the pumping station? I asked her. I could never sense Julian in someone else’s mind, but they should both know the question was directed at him.
I don’t want you using your fast-twitch ability this time, Kira. Julian’s voice echoed in Myrtle’s mind. It may take time to secure the plant. I don’t want your blowback to hit in the middle of the battle.
He had a point there.
Hinckley returned and the set of his jaw didn’t bode well. As he linked in, Myrtle bore the party in her head fairly well.
It’s not looking good, boss, Hinckley thought. There are at least four guards around the perimeter—we haven’t covered the back—and fencing in addition to the shield. The front gate is the only way in.
There have to be more inside, too, I thought. Why are they defending this thing like it’s the Pentagon?
Julian’s hand rubbed his chin. They must have known we were coming.
How could they? I asked. We just thought up this plan yesterday.
Julian shook his head. Maybe they don’t want a repeat of the power station embarrassment.
I nodded. Maybe.
In any event, Hinckley’s thoughts rang in Myrtle’s mind, that makes this a lot more tactically challenging. Unless you lift the no-casualties restriction, Julian. I have a few munitions Jameson is itching to try.
Jameson—the name was familiar. I didn’t personally know all Hinckley’s troops, but I remembered Jameson breaking down the door of the power station.
Not that I wouldn’t enjoy seeing Jameson use his explosives skills, Julian thought with a smirk, but that’s not going to work for the politics of the situation. Taking the plant is only the first step. We need to keep our objective in mind: getting the prisoners out of the Detention Center. Plus, I don’t want to blow up Jackertown’s water supply.
Hinckley nodded, but he looked like Julian’s restrictions had put him in a box one size too small.
Maybe I can help, I linked in.
Kira. Julian crossed his arms over his black flak jacket. I told you, I don’t want—
I held up my hand to cut him off. You’ll like this plan, Julian. I’ll be on the support team this time. You, on the other hand, will probably need to be on the assault force. Which isn’t the best of plans, but… I counted heads in our group. We might not have enough people otherwise.
Julian grinned. And your plan is?
I tipped my head to Hinckley. Our dart guns are effective at three hundred feet, right? He nodded. The buildings surrounding the station—are they within that range?
He pushed an image into Myrtle’s mind so we could all see. It was the layout of the buildings surrounding the water pumping station that he and his team had just reconnoitered.
The buildings are within range of our dart guns, Hinckley thought, but even if we take out the standing guards all at once, we’ll still have to penetrate the station itself. They’ll pick us off one at a time as we come through the gate. He glanced at Julian. And those are not dart rifles they’re carrying.
If you had suppressive fire, I thought, and some kind of shield, you could storm the gate all the way to the building. You won’t have time to blow the door, but what about the windows on the ground floor?
Hinckley hiked up his eyebrows. Suppressive fire? As in shooting at them, so they don’t shoot at us? With dart guns?
They don’t need to know that we’re firing darts, I thought. If we simultaneously discharge weapons into the roof, they’ll think we’re using live rounds. At the least, they’ll be unsure. You take the assault team in through the windows, and we’ll cover you with suppression from the rooftops.
Hinckley was nodding now. We’ll have to time it tight, he thought, but his eyebrows had resumed their normal scowly position. Going through the windows is tricky—we’ll be silhouetted against the window frame, easy targets.
You can throw a smoke bomb for visual confusion, I thought, but you’re right. The timing has to be precise. If I’m up high on a building where I can reach everyone, I can mentally coordinate the attack.
Once you penetrate the building, the shield will cut me off, but the station is small enough to be within your reach. You should be able to manage a room-by-room search on your own.
I turned to Julian. Minimum casualties, dart guns all the way. When Julian nodded his approval, I turned back to Hinckley. You need to scout out several good sniper locations first, front and back. We only get one shot at this.
Hinckley pulled out of Myrtle’s head and lumbered off to gather his team and tell them the plan.
Julian’s grin stretched so wide it threatened to break his face. Maybe I do like having you on ops after all.
Myrtle shook her head and rolled her eyes.
I shrugged like it was obvious all along. I tried to tell you.
I had to fight a grin as I turned to join Hinckley and his men.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Hinckley had his people in position, huddled flat against the wall of an abandoned truck depot just south of the water plant. The five of them—Hinckley, three of his brawniest ex-military jackers, plus Julian—were around the corner, out of sight of the patrolling guards. I would rather have had Julian on a rooftop, doing sniper duty like Myrtle and Ava, but he wasn’t the best of shots. He would serve the mission better on the ground, even if the front line wasn’t the best place to put the leader of the revolution.
If Anna knew, she would kill me.
I linked in to the minds of the assault team but hesitated with Julian. He had promised to pull back his automatic horror-show defense mechanism to let me link in, and it was necessary for the mission. Still, it gave me pause. Linking in to his mind would give him access to my instincts—that was how he had handled me before—but that wasn’t the source of my hesitation. Our rooftop discussion, when I had hurt him and embarrassed myself, kept tipping into my thoughts and making me cringe. Not my finest hour. When I linked in now, would he be able to read me? Not my thoughts, but my instincts? For some reason, that made me nervous. But we had a mission to do, so I took a deep breath and cleared out those feelings.
Then I linked in to Julian’s mind, something I had vowed never to do again.
Ready there, Revolution Boy? My thoughts bounced around in his head.
Revolution Boy? Is that what you call me in your thoughts? His mind was like an empty room, and his thoughts sounded strange, as if he was projecting them through a static-filled megaphone. And there was no mindscent. Which meant the “thoughts” I heard were no more his true thoughts than the ones I carefully chose and linked into his head.
That buffer was comforting.
I call you many things in my thoughts, I linked to him, none of which I’ll be repeating during a mission. Unless you mess up. Julian couldn’t see my wry smile, given I was a couple of hundred feet away, lying prone on the cold, gravel roof of an abandoned auto-repair shop. But he probably heard it in my thoughts.
I peeked over the low concrete lip of the roof’s edge, using a televiewer to get a visual on the patrolling guards and the fenced-in station across the street. The six snipers—four of Hinckley’s men, Myrtle, and Ava—were in position as well, strategically placed on rooftops and third-story floors around the perimeter of the pumping station. They each had a guard in their sights. I held a steady link with all six, even the ones near the back. The shield wrapped tightly around the building and blocked my reach inside, but through the images in the minds of our snipers, I saw all six guards.
I was the only one with a vantage of every part of the battlefield. I was the center point and the control. Ava could have been our coordinator, but I was able to jack as well as link, which would come in handy if anything went sideways. Everyone was focused on their part of the mission, waiting for my signal to begin.
Ready for go, Operation Water Tower? I linked to each of the snipers simultaneously. Six ready to gos returned to me.
You know, Julian’s thoughts intruded on my check-in with the snipers. I might die today. You should probably tell me the rest of your pet names for me before I go into battle and die a war hero.
Will you kindly shut up? I linked back. I’m trying to run an op here.
 Yes, ma’am, he thought. Was that sarcasm in his thoughts? It was hard to tell with all the echoes. I resisted the urge to come up with another snappy comeback. I really did need to focus.
Instead, I linked, Ready for go, Operation Water Tower? to Hinckley and his team of four, including Julian.
Five ready to gos came back, including Julian’s tinny reply.
The guards held their shiny black rifles in a position I now recognized as “ready to shoot without having to think about it.” I couldn’t peek behind their anti-jacker helmets, but their body language didn’t indicate any awareness of the dart guns aimed at a soft tissue part not protected by their flak jackets. Or the assault team poised at the corner.
Surprise would be our most important weapon.
Hinckley had scavenged an old metal door from a nearby building to use as a shield. I didn’t know if it would stop a bullet, but that was all there would be between Julian and the armed guards inside. At least we had brought flak jackets and helmets. I prayed their makeshift shield would get them to the building in one piece.
I took a deep, steadying breath and issued the command to both teams. Go.
Simultaneous small pops sounded across the street like children’s balloons bursting in the distance, something you would have missed if you hadn’t been listening for it. The three front guards dropped as a single unit to the ground, the only sound their large, metallic guns clattering on the sidewalk beneath them. I saw the rear guards fall through the sniper’s eyes. At the same moment, Hinckley’s assault team surged forward on silent, shuffling boots, a black-clad centipede with a flat metal head and ten legs quickly covering the space between their hidey-hole and the fence. They flowed over the fallen body of the guard stationed there and burst through the gate.
Muffled sounds came from inside the building, and one of the vertically slit windows that lined the front of the pumping station smashed outward. A rain of bullets targeted the assault team, pinging off their metal shield.
Suppression Fire! I linked to the snipers. The three forward snipers sent a hail of darts to the open window. At the same time, the three rear snipers, who had repositioned and switched to live munitions, pounded the roof with bullets, adding an impressive sound to cover the pop-whoosh of the dart guns.
The assault team headed for the gray metal door that was the entrance to the water pumping station. Hold fire and move! I linked to the snipers, partly to keep our team from going down under friendly dart fire and partly to give the snipers time to shuffle their position. I wanted the gunmen inside the building to be targeting the empty space where our sniper team used to be. As soon as the suppression fire stopped, the row of tall front windows spewed glass onto the lawn, the gunmen inside returning fire.
The assault team had reached the front door and pressed flat against it, huddling under their metal shield. They folded into a crouching centipede as the glass flew around them.
My mental map of the newly positioned snipers showed the gunmen were aiming wrong, plus my snipers were crouched behind protective brick and concrete. I’d never been so glad for the solid Chicago architecture of the twentieth century as I was now.
The gunmen inside the pumping station hesitated and I commanded, Suppression fire! Bullets pounded the roof again, cracking the air with their shots, now coming from new forward positions on the roofs. Inside, figures flung themselves back from the windows, but I couldn’t tell how many had been hit by sniper darts. I knew how difficult it was to hit anything moving with a dart pistol, much less a moving target inside a building hundreds of feet away. My hand itched for my own gun, but I held steady, gripping the rough casing of the televiewer. My fingers were numb from clutching it so hard.
Ready for smoke bomb, I linked to the assault team. They crept toward the blown-out window nearest the door. I noticed a tiny movement at the edge of the window—a rifle muzzle tucked in the corner. If the assault team got too close to the window, they’d be point-blank in front of the gunman.
I sent the image to Hinckley. He passed the shield to Jameson behind him and crouched under the level of the window, creeping up to it. I directed the snipers to hold fire so they wouldn’t accidentally hit Hinckley, but instructed the roof brigade to keep firing. I knew what Hinckley was thinking, and I didn’t exactly like it, but I wasn’t going to tell him to stop, either. I guided him with my vantage point, zooming the televiewer in to get him a good visual on the rifle and where the gunman likely was, right inside the window. Guided by my thought-image, Hinckley quickly reached past the broken glass, grabbed the barrel of the gun and hauled the surprised gunman out through the window. The gunman made it halfway, snagging on the jagged glass around the frame, before he must have realized what was happening and let go of the gun. It sailed across the grass and Hinckley yanked the gunman’s anti-jacker helmet off in one quick tug. Hinckley jacked him, and the gunman went limp, draped across the window frame.
Which only alerted the remaining gunmen inside that the assault team had arrived.
Smoke bomb! I linked to Jameson, who quickly lobbed the grenade over the inert body of the gunman. A beat or two passed, then a flash inside the water station told me it had detonated. A cloud billowed and rose to the ceiling, burgeoning toward the windows. The assault team pulled down their masks, covering their eyes and noses with a clear membrane that would filter out the smoke and keep them from choking. Once they were past the disruptor field, they would be able to sense the anti-jacker helmets even if they were blinded by smoke.
The gunmen inside had to know things were going badly for them now, and gunfire started up again inside the building, even with the suppression overhead. Jameson threw the metal shield to the ground, and the entire assault team swarmed the windows. They crawled up and over like snakes slipping into the building, covered by the smoke and their low-profile entrance through the windows. I held my breath, praying hard that they made it through without catching a bullet on the way. Once they were inside, my link with their minds was painfully cut off by the disruptor shield, and it made me physically cringe with the force of it. They had disappeared into the smoke, and my breath caught in my throat as I ordered everyone else to cease fire and wait.
Wait.
Wait.
Wait for the shield to come down so I would know what had happened. Wait and strain for a sound, any sound, to tell me what was going on inside. Wait to find out if he was hurt. What was I thinking? How could I send him in there? What an incredibly, stupendously stupid idea, sending Julian in with the assault team. Every linked mind on the rooftops watched and waited with me. Just as my breaths were starting to come short and panicky and I thought my head might explode from the tension, the shield came down. A breath burst out of me, and I flung my mind into the station, searching, searching for Julian.
I ran into a mental horror show that made me scream from the rooftop. My mind reflexively jerked back, my body shuddering with the shock of it.
Julian. His defenses were up, not allowing me into his mind. He’s alive.
I slumped, thunking my head against the rough lip of the concrete rooftop. I let the dizziness of my pounding heart wash over me, pulsing relief through my body in waves, beating the thought again and again. He’s alive. He’s alive. I waited until I pulled myself together, then linked to the six jacker snipers who were anxiously waiting to hear.
We’ve taken the station.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Even before I reached the door of the water pumping station, I linked back to everyone still conscious. All except Julian, who kept his defenses up while he wandered around upstairs. Which made sense—now that the assault was over, there was no need for us to communicate that way. But for some reason, it bothered me. Before, I was nervous about linking in to his mind; now I wished he would let me in, just so I could see he was okay.
The sniper team had brought in the patrol guards, still knocked out from the dart guns, and lined them up along the back wall of the first floor. The assault team had quickly cleared the building, sweeping through the lower level with the shattered windows, a second-floor control room with a few offices, and an overlook on the third floor that peered into a cavernous room in the back. It had pumps and large, L-shaped tubes that pushed water to the giant blue tank behind the pumping station. At least that was what I had gathered from the thoughts and images ricocheting through the minds of the jackers who secured each room.
The smoke still lay heavy on the floor. The whitish-gray mist curled up to the bodies and swirled as the living walked by, tingeing the air with the smell of burnt chemicals.
One of Hinckley’s men wrestled with an upturned table to block one of the shattered windows. The station guard that Hinckley had pulled through the window was laid out next to the other readers, who all had darts sticking out from their arms or necks or other exposed parts. The guard’s shirt was sliced open from his encounter with the jagged glass, and blood seeped into the starched blue of his uniform, turning it an ugly purple. A quick link in to his head showed he was alive. Hinckley stepped back to let Ava have access to him. The white first-aid kit she used must have come from the station because I didn’t recognize it. She tended the man’s wounds with bandages and med patches.
Next to the unconscious guard lay one of Hinckley’s jackers. I’d missed him in my initial post-mission sweep. I linked in to his mind, but I recognized his face at the same time I realized why I missed him before: Jameson’s mind was empty now. Vacant. I should have known he was dead by the bullet hole through his helmet and the still-spreading pool of blood underneath him.
My gaze was drawn to the squareness of his jaw and the light blue of his eyes, now staring unseeing at the ceiling. The leftover smoke lapped at his fingers.
I brushed Hinckley’s mind and he let me in. I’m sorry. I couldn’t think of what else to say.
He was a good man. Hinckley’s normally crisp mindscent was heavy with a bitter aftertaste. He didn’t speak out loud or turn to me and kept his arms folded as he watched Ava tend to the mindreader. There was no outward sign that either of us had said anything.
I bent down to Jameson and lightly touched his eyelids, closing them. His skin was still warm. The bullet hole had punched in his helmet and the pool of blood reminded me way too much of Simon lying on the desert floor. It felt horribly wrong that I hadn’t properly noticed the color of Jameson’s eyes before. My brain fuzzed out trying to think about what to do next. How could we arrange a funeral when we were in the middle of an operation? I wondered if he had someone back home, like Ava, who would be nervously pacing and waiting for him to return. At least Ava still had hope of getting Sasha back.
But only if our mission succeeded.
I slowly stood up and Julian had appeared by my side. He was saying something, but the sound was empty of meaning, like my ears were blocked.
“What?” I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my head. Sound and meaning rushed back into the world.
Julian tilted his head toward a stairwell at the far end of the room. “I have something I need to show you.” His right hand gripped his left shoulder, with his arm dangling at his side. He had a look of serious urgency, motioning with his head to the stairwell again.
I stared at his hand clutching his ultralite. “Are you hurt?” I asked, my throat tight.
He barely looked at his arm. “No, I’m fine,” he said. “But I need you up in the control room.”
I nodded and strode toward the stairwell, Julian following close behind. I glanced back as I started up the stairs. His face was pinched. Was it pain? Or worry? It was hard to tell. I reached ahead to the control room, but there was nothing amiss there, just a member of the assault team coming through on his way back from checking the pumps. He passed us at the top of the stairs. Light brown hair, dark brown eyes. He was probably twenty-five, with the muscular build of the ex-military men Hinckley had recruited. It suddenly seemed important for me to notice. I brushed his mind and his name popped up. Michael. He padded downstairs without a look back.
I swallowed the dryness in my throat. Julian stepped ahead of me into the control room. One side was lined with offices, doors ajar. The other was dominated by a wall of screens. About half showed pictures of the station while the rest were filled with charts and data. A couple of chairs faced the screens, and a small tabletop held interface keyboards, but it appeared that most of the controls had mindware interfaces. A trio of offices behind us had windows, and Myrtle was already there, interfacing with a chat-cast box on the screen. She must be casting out the message Julian had prepared, listing the JFA’s demands: 1) a JFA representative on hand to monitor all water-station activities, 2) assurances from the City of Chicago that water service would continue uninterrupted to Jackertown, and most importantly, 3) release of all jackers held without due process at the Detention Center, including those illegally turned in by the Reader’s First Front.
“This is important, Kira.” Julian’s strained voice pulled my gaze back. He had mentally pulled up a map of the water tunnels and pipes throughout the Chicago New Metro area. It looked like blue spaghetti to me and I gave Julian a concerned look.
“Please tell me you don’t want me to run this thing.”
He smiled, but it was more of a wince. “I do not want you to run this thing.”
My shoulders relaxed a bit, and I leaned against one of the chairs.
“However,” he said, lapsing into his professor voice, “I do need you to understand it.” He mentally commanded the map to zoom in on the lakefront. “Chicago New Metro pulls its water from Lake Michigan, then sends it through this network to a series of pumping stations like the one we’re in now.”
He paused for a breath and shifted his grip on his arm, then mentally nudged the map to show Jackertown. “This station pumps water to both Jackertown and a portion of the suburbs near the city.” He swiped that away and brought up a control panel. “Additional chlorine is added here at the pumping station, and this is the router for sending the freshly chlorinated water to the tank, then out to either the suburbs,” he said, highlighting one control switch, “or to Jackertown.” He highlighted a second switch. “Normally, both channels are green, which means water is flowing to both. It’s controlled by the mindware interface, but there’s also a manual control.” He tilted his head to a gray metal panel next to the screens. “That’s in case of emergencies, but it can also be used to override the mindware interface.”
“Why are you showing me all this?” I was afraid he really did want me to run the controls after all.
“Because if anything happens to me, I need you to understand how to work the controls and shut off the water supply to the suburbs if necessary. And how to keep Jackertown’s water supply safe.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to you, Julian.” I heard the tremble in my voice and couldn’t keep my gaze from straying to where he clutched his arm. A small, bright red drop oozed between his fingers and ran down them, hugging the hills and valleys of his knuckles.
“Julian!” I sucked in a breath. “You’re bleeding!”
His face tightened. “I’m fine.” He looked into my eyes, capturing me with that intense gaze of his. “Tell me you understand the controls.”
“I understand the controls,” I hastily repeated back, then pried his hand free from his arm. I gasped. An enormous gash had been torn out of his ultralite. There was nothing but a bloody mess underneath—I couldn’t tell which part was Julian’s flesh and which was the jacket.
“God, Julian!” I yelled at him. “Why are you standing here telling me about water controls when you’re bleeding half to death!”
“It’s important.” He had a faint smile, but I finally noticed the thin sheen of sweat on his forehead.
I cast around wildly for a first-aid kit. The main control room didn’t have one, but one of the offices did, hanging on the wall. The white aluminum box looked to be a hundred years old, rusted out at the corners, but it was the same size as the one Ava had used downstairs. I grabbed Julian’s good arm and towed him into the office, gently pushing him to sit on the edge of a pitted gray-metal desk. I yanked the box off its hooks and prayed the contents weren’t as ancient as the box itself.
I set the kit down next to Julian and worked on prying open the rusted latch.
“Take off your jacket,” I said, not looking at him while I struggled to get a nail under the metal latch. Finally, it popped open, and I was relieved to see modern medical supplies inside: a tiny silver gas canister labeled anti-bacterial that I hoped was still in date, a couple of dozen packets of gauze and sterile wipes, and an assortment of medical tapes and glues, plus a laser-suture gun that made my hands shake simply looking at it.
Julian sucked in a breath as he shrugged off his flak jacket. When he unzipped his ultralite, I got a better look at his injury. Whatever bullet had grazed him must have been big or possibly the shooter was close, because it had taken a chunk of Julian’s arm with it. He eased off the tattered ultralite and let it fall to the desk behind him. His garish wound was tangled up with the shirt material underneath, which was soaked all the way down to his wrist, turning his white shirt crimson red.
My hands fluttered as I reached for him, like they had that long ago time when I accidentally knocked out Raf and he lay unconscious on the floor. My throat closed up—not because of the wound, but what it meant. Julian had been shot. If the bullet had been a little higher and to the left, he would be lying next to Jameson on the ground floor with a hole through his head.
What had I been thinking, sending him in with the assault team? Stupid, stupid!
I forced air back into my lungs and clenched and unclenched my hands, trying to stop the ridiculous fluttering. My first-aid training kicked in. I searched the box for scissors to cut away the fabric tangled with his wound. There was nothing.
 “You’ll need to take off your shirt, too.” My voice was surprisingly flat, almost calm sounding, even though my heart was rushing blood through my ears like a freight train. I avoided Julian’s eyes. I couldn’t hold it together if I looked at him. While he fumbled with one hand at the buttons, I searched the kit for gloves, but there were none of those either. I ripped open a packet of sterile wipes and scrubbed my hands until the skin turned pink and raw. Then I sprayed the fronts and backs with puffs from the anti-bacterial canister, trying not to use it all on my hands because I would need it for Julian’s gunshot wound.
Gunshot wound. I tried not to dwell on that thought or else my hands would start shaking again.
Julian was taking too long, and I finally looked at him, concentrating on the buttons of his shirt. They were those fancy magnetic latches that you had to twist and unlock, which required two hands. His one good hand tugged at the top button with an extreme ineffectiveness that just ramped up my nerves. Only Julian would wear a boardroom-ready shirt on an op.
“Stop it.” I pushed aside his hand. “At that rate, you’re going to bleed to death before you get that thing off.” I grabbed the bottom half of the button in one hand and twisted the top to the unlock position with the other, then pulled the two halves apart. I moved rapidly through the buttons, focusing tightly on each one and trying hard not to brush the bare skin that was revealed by each unbuttoned step, but I felt the warmth of his skin on my fingertips. I tried not to notice that his chest was very well-muscled for someone who spent his time on chat-casts, not training. Heat rose up in my cheeks anyway.
“If I’d known getting shot would result in you undressing me,” Julian said, “I would have arranged something with Hinckley much sooner.”
“Shut up.” His words turned the heat in my cheeks into a fevered inferno. I sensed his smirk even as I avoided looking at his face. I tore through the last two buttons and hastily tugged his shirt back over his shoulders, trying to get it off without looking him in the eye, but I couldn’t miss the sharp intake of air, and the way his face twisted in pain.
“Sorry!” I gasped. “Sorry, sorry.” I moved more slowly, carefully working his shirt down over the gaping red of the wound. I tore open several antiseptic packets and wiped the edges clean so I could see it more clearly.
The wound was wide but not so deep that it would need interior sutures. Thank heavens I could leave the suture gun in the box. The bleeding had slowed, but it still seeped from the edges. I thoroughly sprayed it with puffs from the antiseptic canister, then pressed two sterile gauze squares over the whole gash, holding for a few seconds. He winced and the warm brown skin of his face paled. My heart squeezed, and I almost let up the pressure.
Long before I was a jacker, I had dreamed of becoming a doctor. Of being someone who could heal people. That dream died when I ended up a zero, someone no one could trust. Maybe it had always been an impossible dream if the sight of a grazing gunshot wound made me want to burst into tears. Or maybe it wasn’t the wound, but the patient. Maybe if Julian were a stranger who I was charged with patching up… maybe if him sitting next to me, bare-chested, didn’t bother me quite so much… maybe a flesh wound wouldn’t turn my hands into a shaking mess. I tried to imagine Julian as one of those ectomorphic dummies we tended in first-aid class, but failed utterly.
The idea of Julian being hurt made something wither inside of me.
I pulled the bandage away—it wasn’t as bloodied as I feared it might be. I puffed the wound again with antiseptic and then ripped open two of the largest medical suture tapes.
“This might hurt a little,” I breathed out, the words stabbing me like the wound was inside me instead of grazing Julian’s shoulder. I pressed one end of the tape to the undamaged skin below, then gently eased the wound closed, pressing the tape firmly to the skin above. Julian gritted his teeth, but a small sound of pain still escaped him and sliced into me. I quickly applied a second suture tape, overlapping slightly with the first to seal it completely.
What I needed was anesthetic—a general pain-killer would be best, but a local anesthetic might work if it was strong enough. I rifled through the box, bypassing a couple of aspirins, and came up with two med patches at the bottom. I quickly peeled the films off and pressed them both to his bare skin below the sutures. They looked more like local anesthetic, but the pain rippling across his face eased, making the tension in my body step down a notch.
I dropped my hands and Julian peered down at the bandage, inspecting it. “You’d make a fair field medic, keeper,” he said softly, then turned to smile at me. “I might have to get wounded more often.”
“No!” The intensity of my voice made his smile flee. I gave in to the tug that drew my body closer to him. He was leaned against the edge of the desk, low enough that we were nearly eye to eye. Was my need to be close an automatic response left over from when he'd handled me long ago? I didn’t know or care. The panic clawing at my throat wasn’t because the revolution might be in danger of losing its leader.
“Don’t you dare get hurt again.” I slowly, very intentionally, put my hand to his cheek, my fingertips brushing the soft bristles that had sprung up since we last talked close on the roof, what seemed like days ago but was only last night.
“A small part of me dies,” I whispered, like it was a secret, “when the people I love get hurt.”
My body stilled, saying those words. Calmed. There was a rightness to telling him, like a truth that had needed saying, only I had tried so long not to say it, even to myself.
His eyebrows lifted, but I didn’t say anything more, just let my words soak in.
The shock still paralyzed his face as I leaned forward to lightly kiss him. His lips were chilled, with no shirt and the trauma of being injured, but by the second kiss, they had warmed and he kissed me back, his lips moving against mine. Emotion welled up in me, flooding the hole in my chest with a pure light that blotted out the grave, obliterating it and lifting me up.
I had a light-headed need to touch him, hold him, have him pressed against me, as if he were my anchor and without a grip on him, I might float away in this lightness of being. My hands roamed the smooth, bare skin and solid muscles of his shoulders, staying clear of his bandage. I ran them along his back, urgently seeking some place to hold on to him without hurting him. His good hand slipped under the back of my flak jacket, bunching my ultralite and crushing me to him, like he needed the contact as much as I did. We breathed each other in, all skin and hands and his mouth on mine.
“Julian?” a voice called from the doorway, rough and deep, but with no apology in it. I jerked free of our kiss, vaguely recognizing the voice as belonging to Hinckley. Julian’s arm was a locked iron band around the small of my back, not letting me pull free. His startling blue eyes blazed at me. I stopped trying to pull away and eased back into him, our faces close enough that I could feel his too-quick breath. I touched the heated skin of his cheek with my fingertips. A smile fought through the intensity on his face. Its brief appearance faded before he turned his head to Hinckley, who was waiting patiently by the door.
“What?” Julian asked, his voice low and breathy. It sent a thrill through me that was completely irrational, as if I had never heard him speak before. But it was different here, trapped willingly in his arms, feeling his voice rumble through my hand where it had come to rest lightly on his chest.
“We’ve heard back from Vellus,” Hinckley said, no embarrassment in his voice, as if finding us in a heated embrace in a back office was completely expected. “He wants Kira. Says you have to send her as an emissary or he won’t negotiate terms.”
I had a surge of vertigo, as if I should push away from Julian, yet at the same time feeling like he was the only thing holding me up.
After all this time of trying to find Vellus, he had found me instead.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Julian’s arm locked even tighter around my lower back. “Well, we’re not going to hand Kira over to Senator Vellus no matter how much he would like her to come negotiate terms.” He stated that as an indisputable fact.
Hinckley didn’t seem at all surprised by Julian’s words. “Understood. What will our response be?”
Julian sighed and dropped his gaze, studying the scuffed and dirty floor next to us. “Give us a moment, please.”
Hinckley ducked back out, heading to the office where Myrtle was doing the chat-cast, which was also probably where the contact from Vellus had come in.
“Julian—” I said.
“Don’t worry.” He gently pulled me closer, kissing me lightly on the cheek before pulling back to look me in the eyes. “We’ll send someone else to negotiate. He doesn’t get to dictate terms, not while we have the station.”
“How does he know I’m here?”
“Lucky guess.” Julian ran his hand up and down my arm like he couldn’t get enough of touching me. I didn’t exactly mind. “He’s wanted to trap you for a long time, ever since you evaded him before. I’m sure he’s just fishing.”
“Why do we have to send anyone?” I asked. “I don’t like the idea of delivering someone into Vellus’s hands. He already has too many of our people.” My dad. Sasha. Hundreds of jackers whose names I didn’t know but who had people who loved them, wondering if they would ever come home. Wondering if they were already dead.
“Agreed,” said Julian, a shine in his eyes. “I’ll get on the chat-cast myself. This negotiation is just start—”
Several rapid-fire pops drowned out Julian, and we both jerked in surprise. He dropped his hold on me and pushed up from the table. A dozen more pops, louder this time, rattled the windows that lined the office. Julian bolted from the room with me right behind, bringing his flak jacket.
Hinckley had already reached the stairs and took two at a time. More gunfire rang out. Julian paused while I slid the flak jacket on him, then pivoted and ran to the office where Myrtle was. Her thin hands gripped the edge of the table where she sat. She focused intensely on the monitor, controlling a dozen chat-cast windows via the mindware interface. A live image of the water pumping station popped up. National Guardsmen ran low and crouched behind makeshift barricades they carried, shorter and heavier versions of the fence they had erected around Jackertown.
“What’s going on?” Julian asked her. “Who’s shooting?”
“Not us,” Myrtle said. “As far as I can tell, it’s the Guard, trying to keep us from firing on their people while they set up a perimeter around us.”
Julian leaned forward, his hand turning white as he held the edge of the monitor. “Where is this image coming from?”
“There are news people out there, Julian,” Myrtle said. “This is the local tru-cast.”
Julian fisted his hand and pressed it onto the table top. Then he slammed his fist, making the screen jump slightly. I knew he'd expected this to happen, but not so quickly.
I mentally reached out and brushed Hinckley’s mind. It took him a moment, but he let me in.
Are we prepared for the Guardsmen? I asked. Through his eyes I saw three snipers holding positions at the windows, behind the upturned tables that blocked them, and Hinckley helping a fourth get the last window covered. Ava and the rest of Hinckley’s crew dragged the limp mindreaders to a small office in the back, safe from any stray bullets. Whatever fire the Guardsmen had directed at us hadn’t injured anyone so far.
As long as they don’t actually attack us, we’ll be fine, came Hinckley’s wry thoughts.
I zipped my focus back to the room with Myrtle and Julian. “They’re reinforcing downstairs, but Hinckley thinks they’re not quite ready.”
Julian strode out to the control room and examined the monitors. “Myrtle,” he called. “Can you re-route these cameras to show more exterior angles? I need to know how many troops they have and where they are.”
 “On it, boss.” Myrtle scurried out to the control room to manipulate the screens, and Julian returned to the office to examine the scrolling chat-casts.
I flung my mind out to the area surrounding the water pumping station. Now that the shield was down, I could access everything for over a quarter mile in every direction. I closed my eyes and skimmed the anti-jacker helmets the troops were wearing. There were so many of them.
“Julian, there are dozens of troops. Mostly at the front of the station, but they’re pulling around the rear as well.” I lifted my scan up, searching the sniper points we had so recently occupied ourselves. “They have snipers finding perches in the buildings next door as well.” If there were reporters mixed in with the Guardsmen, they must be wearing helmets too because I couldn’t find anyone unhelmeted within my reach.
I opened my eyes. Julian stared at the screen. We were lighting up the news on every tru-cast station, with snippets of Myrtle’s demands scrolling in red lines across the bottom.
Then a video-call request popped up. The ID said Police Negotiator.
Julian put his hand to the small of my back and guided me around the desk. “You stay here, out of sight.” He returned to the screen. “Don’t say anything,” he added, then mentally nudged the incoming call to accept.
I couldn’t see the image that popped up, but the male voice on the line sounded older, like my dad. “This is Sergeant Lenny Lee of the Chicago New Metro Police Crisis Unit. Thank you for picking up. I’m here to listen to you and to make sure everyone stays safe.”
The man’s voice was calm and soothing.
“Sergeant Lee,” Julian said. “I take it you’re our negotiator today?”
“I am, Mr. Navarro,” came the reply. “Can I assume that you’re the one in charge of the water station right now?”
“Yes, you can assume that.” I saw Julian fighting to keep the smirk off his face. Sergeant Lenny Lee might have years of experience dealing with crazed hostage takers and volatile crisis situations, but he had nothing on Julian’s smooth confidence and clarity of purpose.
“It appears that you are injured, Mr. Navarro,” Sgt. Lee said. “Can we send in some medical personnel to assist you? Is there anyone else who has been injured?”
The smile was rueful now, and not quite held in check. “Thank you for your concern, Sergeant Lee. My injuries are very minor, and I assure you that everyone is safe. We have no desire to see anyone hurt today. Our demands are simple. I assume you have been briefed on them already?”
“That’s good to hear, that everyone is safe,” Sgt. Lee said. “That’s my paramount concern, Julian. May I call you, Julian? I don’t intend any disrespect, sir.”
“Julian is fine,” he said, but the irritation was clear in his voice. “About our demands—”
“Yes, I’ve been briefed on your demands.” Sgt. Lee’s voice kept the same measured pace in spite of cutting Julian off. “We have a team working on them right now. First, I need you to do something for me—”
Julian jumped in, his words speeding up even as Sgt. Lee’s seemed to drag along. “I’m prepared to release hostages as a show of good faith. We have a dozen water-plant workers currently under sedation, and I have no intention of harming them. We can wake half of them and send them out. That is, if you can keep the National Guard from shooting them on their way.”
“That’s a great start, Julian.” Sgt. Lee’s praise sounded genuine, but his voice had the same calculated evenness of tone. “And certainly no one wants to fire any weapons in the future. That was a misunderstanding earlier, before I arrived, but the tactical officer here assures me that won’t happen again.”
“Good,” Julian said.
“Since you’re releasing some of the hostages—and I think that shows what a reasonable person you are here, Julian, very reasonable, and I appreciate that a great deal—could you do one more thing for me?”
“What is that?” Julian asked, wary.
“There’s a girl named Kira Moore in the water plant with you.” Julian’s eyes went wide, but Sgt. Lee kept talking. “Her father is very concerned about her and would like her to come out. How about we keep her father from having to worry any longer by releasing her with the first set of hostages? That would go a long way in establishing good faith with everyone out here, I can assure you of that.”
Julian didn’t respond immediately, and I could almost see him measuring and discarding a dozen responses before he finally answered. “There’s no one here by that name.”
“Julian.” Sergeant Lee’s calm tone edged into patronizing, and I saw Julian grit his teeth in response. “I need you to be honest with me, Julian. I want to work with you to find a way out of this that’s safe for everyone. We can only do that if we’re being honest with each other, so I’ll start by being honest with you—the water plant’s surveillance footage shows that Ms. Moore is there inside the plant with you.”
Julian flicked a look to me. He was trying to keep his face neutral, but this was news to both of us. I held a finger to my lips, so he wouldn’t say anything, and mentally reached out to Myrtle in the control room.
I pushed hard to get her to let me in quickly. Myrtle! She reflexively shoved me out, then realized who I was and let me back in. They’ve tapped in to the monitors on the outside! You need to shut them down!
I’m trying, but I haven’t located the controls for the cameras yet, Myrtle thought. It might take me a minute.
I reached downstairs to Hinckley. Julian’s started negotiations, I linked the thought to him, but they’ve tapped into cameras inside the plant. Can you disable them?
I’ll get someone on it right now.
I was drawn back into the room by Julian finally composing a reply to the police negotiator.
“If you can see Ms. Moore,” he said, “you should be able to see that she is not a hostage. I’m prepared to release the water plant workers, nothing more.”
“I understand, Julian,” the negotiator said in his smooth voice, “but Ms. Moore’s father seems quite certain that she’s being held against her will. You can imagine how worried he must be about her in this situation. I understand that Mr. Moore is friends with Senator Vellus, so I’m sure you can understand the pressure I’m under here, right? The senator wants to make sure that Kira is safe as well. She’s underage, yes? Right now, no one’s been hurt, and this is only a simple breaking and entering, but if you’re keeping a minor against her will, well, that will complicate things.”
Julian held my gaze while I motioned furiously for him to let me link in to his head. He gave an almost imperceptible nod.
Julian, my dad isn’t saying any of this! I nearly gasped out loud, finally being able to communicate.
I know. His thoughts echoed around inside his head. I can’t say that your father understands the situation without compromising him. He has to be under Vellus’s control right now. Out loud he said, “You’ll have to take my word for it, Sergeant Lee. Ms. Moore is not being held against her will.”
Vellus probably has my dad at the Detention Center, I linked.
Exactly, Julian thought. We’ll get him out, just like all the rest.
“You may be right, Mr. Navarro,” Sergeant Lee continued from the screen. “I’ll be honest with you, I have no idea what Miss Moore’s relationship is to you and your fellow mindjackers. I understand how things can get complicated. A young girl runs away from home, finds a new set of friends…”
“You don’t know anything,” Julian snapped.
Julian, no, I linked the thought to him. Don’t let him get to you because of me.
Julian took a breath. “Ms. Moore is not a part of this negotiation.”
“I’m just saying, I can understand how we might have gotten into this situation,” Sergeant Lee said. “It’s not your fault or hers. No one’s really. But now we’re in a bit of a sticky spot, yes? Her father is friends with the senator, and he’s taken a special interest in ensuring her safety. We don’t want that to complicate both of our goals. You want your demands met—which I’m currently looking in to how we can accomplish that for you—and I want to make sure we have a safe end to this crisis. How about this? Why don’t you let her come out, and I’ll personally guarantee her safety. She can be your lead negotiator on this side, to reassure you that we’re negotiating in good faith. I understand Senator Vellus would like to have her take an active role in bringing this crisis to an end as well.”
“I told you—”
Julian, no. He’s right. If Vellus is sending the negotiator to get me out, he’s not going to have a “team” working on our demands without it.
No, Julian thought, his face darkening. I’m not giving you over to him.
“Julian?” Sergeant Lee said. “Is everything okay? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Julian ground out between his teeth.
“Good,” Sergeant Lee said. “I know things can get distracting during crises like these, but I need you to stick with me, okay? I can see that you’re concerned about Miss Moore. I think we all want her to be safe. Like I said before, I personally guarantee no harm will come to her.”
“I’ll call you back.” Julian shut down the call, and I hurried over to the other side of the monitor.
He grabbed hold of my shoulders and this time I think he truly was tempted to shake some sense into me. “Kira, it’s a trap. You know this.”
“I know.”
“And once he has you… I’m never going to see you again. Do you understand that?”
I stared up into his pained blue eyes. “I’ll go in, just like we planned before. You wanted someone to get close to Vellus. You wanted someone who could take him out. Well, guess what? I’m that person.”
Julian shook his head, his face twisting, which I understood. Completely. But it didn’t change the fact that a jacker was lying in a pool of his own blood downstairs. That my father and Sasha and a hundred other jackers were locked in Vellus’s Detention Center. That this entire gamble of Julian’s was going to implode before it got started. Someone had to stop Vellus, and he was asking for me. I wouldn’t get another chance like this. And none of us were likely to walk out of this alive if I didn’t take it.
“I’ll pretend to give Vellus what he wants, get close, and then take him out.”
“There’s no way he’ll believe you, Kira.” Julian was trying to talk me out of it now, which told me I had already won.
“It doesn’t matter if he believes me,” I said, “as long as I can get close to him.”
“There’s no way he’ll let you close enough to hurt him.”
“I have a few skills Vellus doesn’t know about,” I said with a small smile. “He won’t harm me as long as he thinks I’m going to give him the tru-cast he’s wanted since he had me in his office before. And if I fail, well, you’ll just have to come rescue me again.”
“I told you,” he said, and the tremble in his voice just about broke my heart on the spot, “I didn’t want to do that anymore.”
I pressed my fingers to his lips so he wouldn’t say any more, then leaned close to him, as close as our two flak jackets would allow.
“There’s a chat-cast I made.” My voice was whispery, aching as the words leaked out of me. “Hinckley has it, and I gave a copy to Anna, too. If you see me on the tru-casts, saying things I would never say, you cast it out everywhere. The whole thing except for the last part.”
Julian was shaking his head again.
“That part’s just for you.”
The soft whiskers of his cheek brushed against my fingertips. I stopped the movement of his head by capturing his lips with mine and kissing him, hard. He held onto me so strongly I was afraid he wouldn’t physically let me go. But when I pulled away, he slowly released me. I couldn’t say anything else, so I left him standing in the office, a piece of my soul staying behind with him.
I linked in to Hinckley’s mind as I hurried down the stairwell. Wake up the plant workers, Hinckley. I’m walking them out.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Guardsman driving the armored transport didn’t say a word the whole way to the Detention Center. His short buzz-cut hair disappeared under his anti-jacker helmet, and the rest of his body was swathed in combat gear: urban military fatigues, flak jacket, camouflage winter coat, a strapped-on communicator, and a pistol that he transferred to his left side for the drive.
Like he thought I’d grab it and shoot him.
I probably looked dangerous when I came out of the water station, fully armed and leading a stumbling brigade of half-awake water-station operators. I was quickly relieved of all my weapons. They even took my flak jacket and my ultralite so they could pat me down extra thoroughly. With only my black buttoned shirt and empty-pocketed cargo pants, I almost looked like a civilian. But I was still armed and dangerous, and the Guardsman seemed to know it.
He was taking me to see Vellus, and he didn’t seem to think that was a good idea either.
We pulled up to the guard station at the front of the Detention Center named after the good senator. I mentally surged the blue-uniformed guard, who was sitting in his fortified-against-jackers box, then skimmed the disruptor shield along the twelve-foot-high concrete walls and barbed razor wire that circled the prison. Just to be sure there were no cracks in their security.
There weren’t.
The large, gray concrete buildings of the DC loomed over the top of the razor wire. Apparently this was where I would meet Vellus. Either that, or it was all a lie, and they were simply taking me in without bothering with handcuffs.
The gate was comprised of a double-door system activated by the guard. A double-helix full-body scanner sat outside the heavy metal door, no doubt tuned to guns, explosives, and any kind of electronic device that might be construed as a weapon. A couple of employees without anti-jacker helmets approached the gate. A brief scan of their minds showed they worked in the kitchen. The guard checked their credentials, then spoke out loud to them through a speaker. They deposited their phones in a box that swallowed them up, and I lost contact with the workers as they passed, one at a time, over the threshold.
I climbed down the metal steps attached to the side of the Guardsman’s armored transport. The air was crisp, and a faint ghost of my breath wisped out in front of me. The Guardsman hustled around the front of the vehicle, falling into step with me as we approached the guard shack. Hovering close to me, as if I might bolt.
He leaned down to the tiny speaker. “Kira Moore, here to meet with the senator.” He pressed his badge with military insignia against the scanner. The guard only flicked a look our way, intent on verifying the information on the screens in front of him.
The Guardsman turned to me. “Are you carrying a phone, ma’am?”
“Yes.”
“You’ll have to leave it here, ma’am,” he said with a completely straight face. As if he expected I would comply with no trouble. “Mindware enabled devices aren’t allowed inside the DC.”
Once I was inside, it wasn’t like I would be calling for help—if I got out at all, I’d be talking or shooting my way out. Maybe sneaking out on a laundry cart. I fought off the grin that came with the gallows humor. I dug my phone out of my pocket and handed it to the Guardsman. He dropped it in the box.
The guard scowled at us through the glass of his concrete shack, then pressed a button on his console. “Step through the door.” The gate swung open, waiting for me. I twitched, unable to suppress the reflex.
I was walking into a prison designed specifically for jackers.
I passed through the weapons detector without setting anything off, then stepped over the threshold of the gate. A slight electric buzz from passing through the disruptor shield made the hairs all over my body bristle out. I rubbed the back of my neck, smoothing the hairs down, but not soothing my nerves. The metal door clicked and buzzed into place behind me. I mentally reached out, but I was hemmed in between the first and second gates, both of which were shielded. A boom mic hung overhead, the kind that picked up thought waves during tru-casts. I jacked into the mindware interface so that it would pick up my thoughts as well as my spoken words, but no one was talking to me. A prickling sweat broke out between my shoulder blades. I tried to keep my face calm.
After a stretch of seconds just long enough for my stomach to twist into a pretzel, the second door clicked. The sound made me jump, my nerves were strung so tight. There was someone waiting for me on the other side of the gate as it swung open, someone not in military fatigues or the starched, navy-blue uniforms of the prison guards.
Kestrel.
I saw the eyes first, piercing and blue. I didn’t think; my body just reacted. I darted across the threshold, pulling my fist back and landing a punch before his hands were halfway to his face. My brain still hadn’t engaged, being overrun by white-hot fury, but some part of it had aimed for his nose. My fist connected with his jaw instead, and my other hand grabbed a fist full of starched shirt and G-man blue jacket. He stumbled backward, but I clung to him.
Just as my brain clicked in enough to grab for his throat and plunge into his mind, he shoved me away. I lost my grip on his clothes and my footing as well, landing hard on the rough cement of the prison yard. My head snapped back and whacked with a melon-on-concrete sound that dulled my hearing and made my vision warp. As I blinked to clear it, half a dozen guards descended on me, the sharp ends of their rifles pointed at my head. They all wore anti-jacker helmets. Kestrel waved them back, rubbing his chin and then spitting on the ground at my feet.
Warm satisfaction coursed through me when I saw red mottling the gooey saliva.
Kestrel took two steps closer until he was standing over me, composure regained. He had the same hollowed-out cheeks, the same look of stony dispassion, as always. As if I were a bug he didn’t want to sully his shoes by stomping.
“Can’t say I’m happy to see you either, Kira.” He said my name like it was something foul in his mouth. “If it were up to me, you’d be locked in a cell, juiced up and forgotten, until you couldn’t remember your own name.” He sneered like he was picturing that happening. Trouble was, I could picture it too.
The guards had taken a step back, but their guns were still trained on me. As much satisfaction as punching Kestrel had given me—and I’m not sure I could have stopped myself, anyway, it was so automatic—I realized what an idiotic move that had been. I was supposedly here to negotiate for Julian, to gain the prisoners’ release. I was here to pretend to give Vellus what he wanted so I could get close enough to kill him. I wouldn’t be able to do any of that from a prison cell.
I swallowed and absently noticed my hand throbbing.
Kestrel looked disgusted with my lack of response. “Get up!” He turned his back on me and marched toward the far end of the courtyard where the closest gray cube building loomed above us. The guards didn’t take any chances, still tracking me with the business end of their guns. I pictured myself grabbing one of them and shooting Kestrel. It took every restraint I had not to try. I scrambled up from the ground to hurry after him.
Why was Kestrel here? Was he was pulling prisoners from the DC for experiments again? I thought we had shut him down with the raid a few months ago, but he certainly could have set up shop somewhere new. My heart pounded with that thought. My dad and Sasha were in here now.
“Too bad you’re not in charge here, Kestrel,” I said, keeping pace with his long stride and ignoring the forest of rifles pointed at my back. “And sorry to ruin your day by being unavailable for torture. I hope I’m not keeping you from rounding up some new changelings to torment.”
“In spite of all the trouble you seem to cause wherever you go,” Kestrel said with a sideways glare, “you’re not keeping me from doing anything—I’m done with the experimental phase of my work.”
I frowned, not expecting that response. He was done? What did that mean? “What are you going to do now?” I couldn’t help asking. “Take up woodworking? If you’re looking for a new hobby, I suggest—”
Kestrel stopped in his tracks right before we reached the door. He stared down at me. “Vellus seems to think you’re useful to us, but I promise you, Kira, the moment you are not useful anymore I will have a personal appointment to meet with you.”
I met his stare, imagining all the ways I would like to kill him. “I’m looking forward to that.”
He flinched, just in the slightest, struggling mightily not to let it show. I still saw it.
He turned away and swiped his badge to open the door. I followed him in, our footsteps ringing on the metal stairs and the concrete-lined stairwell. Two of the courtyard guards followed, their heavy boots clanging the stairs even more loudly.
Kestrel was obviously working with Vellus. Of course, it had always been a possibility: they were both in the government, both working to destroy jackers. But why was Kestrel here now, at Vellus’s Detention Center? If he truly was done with his experiments, he wasn’t picking up new guinea pigs to take back to his lair. I had assumed Vellus wanted me because he still wanted the tru-cast interview. With Kestrel involved, I wasn’t sure of anything.
My stomach was chewing holes in itself by the time we reached the top of the stairs. Kestrel swiped all four of us through a door and quickly strode through a large press area that overlooked a glassed-in room. It was shield protected but gave an excellent view of the interior of the prison. Two stories of metal-barred cells were crammed with thin, gray bunks: cages for jackers. Most of the cells were occupied by figures in pale-green jumpsuits. They were moving, so they weren’t overly juiced up, but I was too far away to make out who they were. Seeing the prisoners flashed me back to Kestrel’s cells and his desert camp. I could almost taste the orange-spice tranq gas Kestrel had used there.
I bit my lip. My dad and Sasha were down here somewhere.
Too soon, we left the pressroom on the opposite side and wove through a series of doors that slid open with Kestrel’s swiped badge. He clearly had the run of the place. We finally approached an office labeled Warden, and one of the guards took up a station at the door while the remaining guard stayed with Kestrel and me. The familiar tingle of a mindwave disruptor field buzzed my skin as we walked in.
The warden’s receptionist’s desk was empty just like the cushioned visitors’ bench attached to the wall. Chemical smells from the seat mixed with the sharp scent of fresh paint, and pictures of Illinois cornfields gleamed green and gold on the walls. I reached toward the warden’s door but ran smack into another shield.
The wall screen behind the desk flipped through views of the facility. I tried to plunge into the mindware interface of the nearby computer, but it was shut down without a remote-activation ability. I had hoped to find something about possible escape routes—or maybe laundry carts. But I needed to focus on how to kill Vellus. There probably wouldn’t be much of a chance for escape afterward, anyway, assuming I survived the attempt.
The warden and Vellus strode out of the warden's office together, but Vellus strutted ahead like he owned the place. Which I supposed he did. I carefully controlled my reaction this time, having steeled myself for this since leaving Julian at the water pumping station. It was time to put on a performance, and there would be no dress rehearsal. It was improv all the way, and I had to be ready for the opportunity to take down the senator when it came.
Vellus’s fashionably waved hair was smashed underneath an anti-jacker helmet that was gold-flecked and pretentious, just like him. The warden also had an anti-jacker helmet, but his was standard-issue black. He barely noticed me as he strolled out, telling the guard he was heading out for a lunch break. The secretary’s screen showed it was twelve thirty pm.
Vellus towered over me, his lean, tailored suit rich and polished next to Kestrel’s G-man coat and stiff-collared shirt. Unlike Kestrel’s cruel eyes, Vellus’s brown ones were deceptively warm. Vellus and I stared at each other as if one of us was a snake, finally having the bird in its sights, mesmerizing it with its slick, hissing voice. I had no intention of being the bird, but I put a little cower into my stance to let Vellus think he was the snake. That brought out Vellus’s million-watt smile, the one he used on tru-casts and mindreading voters all over the state.
“So nice to see you again, Miss Moore.” He stepped aside to clear a path to the warden’s office and waited. I hesitated, then held my head up, the proud young revolutionary heading off to the gallows. I even put a stumble in my step, but mostly because I wanted to arrive at the warden’s office an extra second or two ahead of Vellus.
It would give me time to search for a weapon to help him meet his maker.




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The warden’s office door shut silently behind us, no menacing click to signal my imprisonment, but the guard posted outside and the disruptor-shielded walls promised I would stay as long as Vellus wanted. My extra second to look for a weapon was wasted: the warden’s office was exceedingly spare. A heavy oak desk and an overstuffed leather chair dominated the center of the room, with an oil painting of the capitol hanging on the wall behind them and a plant too vibrant to be real filling one corner of the windowless office. A bank of screens lined the opposite wall, showing a mosaic of the Detention Center. I wished for a Warden of the Year award to bludgeon Vellus or a glass frame I could break and use to cut his neck, but there wasn’t so much as a scribepad stylus to work with.
It was just me, Vellus, and Kestrel.
Vellus was big, six feet or more, and I couldn’t take Kestrel physically, even without half a dozen armed guards to help him. Plus Kestrel was a jacker, and Vellus was helmeted. But I had one ability those things were useless against. If I was fast enough, I could take Vellus by surprise—get him in a headlock and twist hard. A broken neck was almost always lethal. At least I hoped that was true.
It wasn’t like I had practiced killing people with my bare hands.
But it would be tough to get into my hyped state with the two of them staring at me. I glared back at Kestrel, trying to check for a weapon under his G-man jacket in a not-too-obvious way. Even hyped on fast-twitch, it would be tricky if Kestrel was armed. Maybe I should draw him out first, see if he pulled a gun. Or I could relieve him of his weapon and use it on both of them.
That had a lot of appeal. Also a high probability of me getting shot by Kestrel or the guard outside before I could kill Vellus. While I was thinking through my limited options, Vellus leaned against the desk and folded his arms, studying me. For all the thinking that showed on his face, I wondered if he was weighing ways to kill me, too.
“I’m flattered you want me to be lead negotiator, Senator Vellus,” I said in my most I’m-the-snake voice, just to throw him.
His eyes held nothing but mirth, not thrown in the slightest. “You’re a much smarter young lady than that, Kira.”
“Not smart enough to stay out of your reach,” I said with mock-deference. Then I put some edge in my voice. “Regardless, I am here to negotiate. We’re prepared to release the water-pumping plant undamaged and the rest of the plant workers unharmed if you meet the JFA’s demands. It’s really in your best interest to do this. You don’t want all those mindreaders wondering why you can’t keep grandma’s water on.”
“Oh, you’re right about that.” He held his hands out as if to ward off hordes of angry voters. “I fear the reaction of gray-haired ladies all over Chicago New Metro should I fail to keep their utilities properly functioning.” Then he examined his finely manicured fingernails. “But, of course, I have no intention of giving in to your little revolutionary demands. That would look very bad, don’t you think?”
“It’s not a threat, Vellus,” I said. “Julian will cut off the water.”
“Ah, yes, Julian.” He smirked, and a chill raced through me. “I wouldn’t concern yourself with him anymore. Your time rattling around with his band of revolutionaries has only delayed the inevitable, but here we are, finally. The tru-casters are setting up in the pressroom, awaiting you.” He examined the screen behind me, tapping his chin. “The young face of the mindjackers, liberated from the dangerous revolutionaries in Jackertown, come to the Detention Center to tell her tale of rescue and heroics. It will make for a fine tru-cast.”
I knew the words I was supposed to say, but I couldn’t seem to force them out of my mouth. I took a deep breath. I would say what I had to, pretend until the moment was right, then slip a stylus between his ribs, if only I could find one.
“I’m not doing any tru-casts,” I said, “until you call off your National Guard from the water plant and Jackertown. Free the prisoners in the DC. Once everyone’s free and safe, I’ll do whatever you want.”
Kestrel and Vellus both had a good laugh at that.
My face grew hot. Suddenly the situation felt like it was spinning away from me, like a grenade with the pin pulled.
“Kira, my dear, you’re nowhere near that valuable to me.” Vellus paused, apparently wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “That water pumping plant,” he said, sweeping his hand to the monitor behind me where the screen now showed an aerial view of the water station, “that is much more valuable, far too important to let your little friends play with it.”
I stared at the image, my mind reeling. What did he mean, it was more important? He had just said he wasn’t worried about grandma’s water being cut off—
“However,” Vellus said, pushing his anti-jacker helmet up from where it had slid forward, “your friends’ demands gave me the perfect excuse to have them hand you over. I would much rather have you here, safe, in the warden’s office.”
He genuinely sounded as if my safety was of great concern to him. I stole a glance at Kestrel, who was enjoying a full smirk at my expense. The horrible feeling that I had missed something lodged in my throat.
Vellus smiled his unnaturally white teeth. “I thought we had reached an understanding in my office those many months ago. That our interests are so much more aligned than you realize. I thought you were the kind of girl who didn’t like to see her friends get hurt. And yet, now, that’s exactly what’s going to happen. Frankly, I’m not sure how many of them will be alive by the end of the day.”
His gaze flicked to the screen, and I slowly turned to look, my breath frozen in my chest. The aerial shot panned across the water plant as two double-rotor black helicopters descended on it. SWAT team members disgorged from the sides, rappelling down to the roof. They spread out like ants on a hot plate, skittering across the surface and looking for a place to burrow in. They disappeared and a moment later, a series of flashes went off inside the plant, shooting light out between the cracks around the boarded-up windows.
I flinched with each one like they were stabbing me.
Vellus didn’t care about the hostages—I had only brought half of them out with me. There wouldn’t be any negotiations. There was no audio on the screen, but I heard it in my mind. The shots ringing out, the screams of surprise and pain. My friends, dropping to the floor of the station, gaping in surprise at the holes bleeding in their chests.
Julian…
I was drowning in the need to stop it and the utter certainty that I couldn’t.
Tears blurred my eyes. Vellus was murdering them. I swallowed, trying to picture Julian fighting off the SWAT team, protected by his bulletproof vest and the JFA militia he had with him, all of whom would give their lives for his. But all I could see was him lying in his own blood, like Simon in the desert.
“No…” The word was a gasp, suffocated by the thousand-pound weight on my chest. Julian was the heart of the revolution… my heart… and Vellus had just cut it out. Ava. Hinckley. Myrtle. They were all in there, all dying. I left to try to save them and instead I was left watching while Vellus slaughtered them. The hole in my heart came raging back, only this time it spewed a volcano of anger.
I whirled on Vellus. “There were innocent people in there!” My fists were clenched and raised, as if I might strike him. I teetered on my toes. It took everything I had not to fling myself at Vellus and try choking him with my bare hands, like I had in my blind rage with Kestrel.
Vellus didn’t move a muscle. “You should have thought of that before taking over the water station.” His patronizing tone nearly made my head explode. “I wouldn’t mind making you another casualty in the war, Kira. An anonymous one, of course. Can’t have you being a martyr like your young friends here.”
For a moment, I couldn’t see Vellus through my haze of tears, then anger burned them off. It was an unbearable heat, lava boiling in my chest. I crushed it deep inside me, turning it into a diamond of hate that would sharpen my mind. I would use it to calculate the exact best way to kill Vellus.
With my bare hands was sounding more appealing all the time.
“But I’m glad you’re here and not there, Kira,” Vellus said. “We can achieve so much if we work together. Join me on the tru-cast, and let’s put an end to this silly squabbling and waste of lives. What do you say, my dear?”
I’m going to kill you. “I say you’ve just created a martyr like you can’t imagine.”
Vellus would pay for that with his life. And if I died in the process… well, even if Hinckley was lost at the water plant, Anna had my chat-cast recording. She would use it and then Julian’s death, my death, would count for something. That thought lifted me up.
“You can’t stop us, Vellus,” I said. “You can kill everyone in the water plant, but you can’t kill us all.”
“Your friends got themselves killed,” Vellus said, the soft voice of the snake coming out. “They were awfully quick to hand you over, were they not? Perhaps they’re not the friends you think they are.”
I resisted the urge to snarl at him.
“I had hoped you would understand,” Vellus continued. “Jackers and readers are in a silent war, and it’s one jackers cannot win. I have been doing everything in my power to reassure people that the threat of jackers will be contained. Because what if it is not, Kira? Have you considered that?”
I simply stared at him. After I killed Vellus… what was the endgame for all this? Would it be an all-out war? We didn’t have an army. We could barely run a guerilla campaign to take over a water pumping station.
If the readers declared a real war on us, we would all be dead.
Vellus must have seen the wavering on my face, because he was nodding now, which turned my stomach into a heaving storm of bile.
“Jackers should lay down their arms,” Vellus said. “Come voluntarily out of Jackertown for testing and identification. You, Kira, the young face of the jackers, can testify that they’ll be treated well in the Detention Center. There doesn’t need to be a wide-scale loss of life. You can assure jackers that it’s the best path, that they will be treated humanely and allowed to live out their natural lives in peace.”
I almost threw up on his shiny, custom-made shoes. 
“You really are insane,” I said, swallowing down the sourness stinging the back of my throat. “You can’t possibly believe I would to tell jackers to volunteer themselves for lockup just so you and your buddy Kestrel can conduct your horrific mind-game experiments.” Something tickled the back of my brain: Kestrel said he was done with his experiments. “What was the point of all that if you’re just going to lock us away? Why don’t you put bullets in people and be done with it?” I jabbed my finger at the monitor. “You don’t seem to have any qualms about that.”
Kestrel snorted behind me, and Vellus sighed like I was trying his patience. “I’m not the monster you seem to think,” he said. “And Mr. Kestrel has simply been following orders, although he understands the importance of what we’re doing, as well. I truly do not want to kill jackers—I don’t need heaps of bodies on the tru-casts at the next election. I’m fighting for peace here, Kira. You want peace, do you not? Or have you only dreamed of war in your cloistered hideaway with your revolutionary friends?”
I shook my head. I wanted to shut out Vellus’s words, but I couldn’t.
“The bloodshed will escalate,” Vellus continued. “As the number of jackers grows, the threat they pose becomes even more severe. The consequences will be dire, but you’ve already seen that, haven’t you? In the camps and in Jackertown—a world filled with mindjackers is a world steeped in violence and anarchy. Is that how you want to live? You know this is where our country is headed if the jacker threat isn’t contained.”
No, no, no. I pressed the heels of my hands to my head, the fuzziness growing worse. These are lies, I told myself, lies. Julian was creating a better world. One where jackers could live and coexist in peace. He would have made it happen.
A chill ran to the pit of my stomach. I had just thought of Julian as if he were already dead. I dropped my hands and glared at Vellus. He needed to die now.
Bare hands would have to do.
Without turning around, I threw the full force of my mind at Kestrel, who was lurking behind me. I caught him off guard, managing to plunge deep into his head. Several images popped up, flashing before my mind’s eye before he shoved me back out again.
The water plant. Me in a prison cell. Syringes.
But no gun.
Kestrel was fantasizing about locking me up, but he wasn’t planning on shooting me. Maybe he was unarmed after all. Suddenly Kestrel grabbed my hair from behind and bent my head back.
“Do that again, and you will wish you hadn’t.” His voice in my ear sent shivers down my neck.
Vellus frowned. “Agent Kestrel. Please do not damage our young jacker revolutionary. We still have need of her.”
Kestrel let me go with a small shove.
I rubbed the back of my head. “Thanks for calling off your lapdog,” I said, mostly to see if I could provoke Kestrel again. He didn’t make a move, but I heard his tightly controlled breathing behind me. His fantasies had probably taken a turn to the violent, but his first instinct wasn’t to pull a gun. It might be possible to snap Vellus’s neck before Kestrel could kill me.
“We do not have to be barbarians,” Vellus said. “We do not need to mistreat jackers or conduct some kind of genocide. We can be more civilized than that.”
“Yes, civilized,” I said. “That’s the word I was searching for when I was locked in Kestrel’s cell.”
“It doesn’t have to be like that for you, Kira,” Vellus said. “A world filled with jackers is a dangerous world for everyone, but not all of them have to live behind bars.” He took a breath and adjusted his helmet. “It was never meant to be this way, but this is the world we live in now. Only a few people at the top will understand what must be done. You can be one of those people, Kira.”
“No, I can’t.” I was done with pretending. “You can be one of those people. I’ll be the kind that stops you.”
Vellus’s brown eyes lost their warmth. “I’ve given you more than one chance to join me in a real way. If I can’t have your voluntary cooperation, I will take it in a different way. Mr. Kestrel tells me you’re not very motivated by self-preservation, but I believe I have something you value more than yourself.”
He glanced at Kestrel, and my stomach hollowed out as Kestrel’s shoes shuffled behind me toward the door. My window of opportunity was closing fast. If Kestrel had a gun after all, maybe I could simply grab it and shoot Vellus. I pivoted around, crouched and ready to spring at him, right as Kestrel opened the door.
There, shackled and held by the guard we had left in the reception room, was my dad.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I was prepared to die trying to kill Vellus.
But I wasn’t prepared to have my dad be a martyr too.
My dad shuffled forward into the warden’s office, his wrists bound by the handcuffs. The red J on his cheek stood out sharply against his ashen skin. Dark circles haunted his blue eyes but they were alert, his gaze darting swift and sure around the room, measuring the guard, Vellus, and Kestrel, but avoiding me.
I linked in to his head. Dad! Are you okay? His familiar mindscent of fresh morning dew was laced with an acidic fear.
I’m fine, Kira, he thought, still not looking at me. Whatever it is that Vellus wants, don’t give it to him. He has no intention of letting us walk out of here alive.
I hesitated. Should I tell him my plans? Kestrel could be in his mind at any time. Vellus wants me to do the tru-cast, I linked to my dad. He would have a difficult time killing me after that.
He would simply make you disappear, Kira. He finally looked at me. Believe me, he won’t hesitate once he has what he wants from you. You’ll just be a liability after that.
He was probably right. Vellus had brought my dad here for one purpose: to convince me to do the tru-cast. Once I gave Vellus what he wanted, he would have no reason to keep me around. And my dad knew more dangerous secrets about Vellus than I ever would. It wasn’t looking good for either of us.
Dad, do you know where Mom is? Maybe she had tried to come get him out of the DC.
His eyes went wide. No, I woke up at the Detention Center with Sasha. I thought she had gotten away with you and Xander. My dad must have been passed out the entire time.
The Fronters got us all. They let Mom and Xander go, but I don’t know where they are. It gave me a small amount of comfort that Xander would be able to look out for my mom even if my dad and I didn’t make it out.
“You can discuss things with your father later,” Vellus said. “I’m done asking nicely, Kira. We have an appointment for a live tru-cast and I don’t want to keep the reporter waiting.” He pushed off from his desk and hovered over me. “Unless you would like to see your father join your friends as one of today’s unfortunate mindjacker martyrs. One more body wouldn’t surprise anyone.”
“There’s no need for that,” I said as calmly as I could. “I’ll do it. As long as you let us both go once we’re done.”
Vellus grinned a wide, wolfish smile. “Of course.” He gave a nod to Kestrel. “You see, Agent Kestrel. I told you she could be reasonable once properly motivated.”
Kestrel’s face was impassive.
Vellus brushed past me and paused by the guard. “Please bring Miss Moore’s father with us to the pressroom.” He gave me a cold look. “A reminder of what you have to lose, to keep you properly motivated until we’re through.”
We followed Vellus out of the warden’s office, tailed closely by the guard. A second guard joined us as we left the reception room. Our footsteps echoed through the halls as we wound our way toward the pressroom.
Vellus had said we have an appointment. He planned to be a part of the tru-cast, which meant he might remove his anti-jacker helmet. But taking it off wouldn’t help me. Kestrel would be mindguarding Vellus, and there might be other mindguards in the tru-cast room as well. I glanced back at the guards and Kestrel behind us. The guards were both armed, one with a dart gun holstered on his hip, the other with a small-caliber pistol. Even in my hyped state, I would probably get shot before I had a chance to twist Vellus’s neck. So I couldn’t go directly for Vellus, but if I took out the guard with the gun, I could use his body for protection until I could shoot Vellus good and dead.
After that, it wouldn’t matter what happened.
I would need a clear stretch of time to dive into my head. The interview would give me that, and if there ever were a place Vellus would let his guard down, it would be in the middle of his own maximum-security jacker prison, surrounded by armed guards while he was holding my father hostage right in front of my eyes.
The last thing he would expect would be an attack from me.
My dad mentally surged my impenetrable mindbarrier, a not-so-subtle signal that he wanted me to link in to his head. His thoughts whirled a storm of frustration that matched the tormented look on his face. 
Kira, please! he thought. Don’t do this. We’ll find a way out of this.
I couldn’t tell my dad what I had planned, and not only because Kestrel might slip into his head and foil the one chance I would have. My dad would know there was no way I could assassinate a senator on a live tru-cast and end up anywhere but prison. Or dead.
Dad, I have to do the tru-cast. My heart twisted. I really didn’t want my last words to him to be a lie, but there wasn’t much way around it. I need you to get out and find Mom and Xander. At least that much was the truth, although I couldn’t see the prison releasing him after I killed Senator Vellus, especially given my dad was already a prisoner. I wasn’t just dooming myself, I was taking him down with me. And lying to him in the process.
I love you, Dad. I sent all the emotion I could put into that statement without giving myself away.
He examined my face and for a moment, I was afraid he might have guessed. But his thoughts didn’t show it. Kira… you can’t do this. Please don’t do this. You don’t understand the risk.
Vellus says he’ll let us go afterward. My heart seriously wasn’t in this argument.
You know that’s not true.
Just make sure you find Mom. I need you to take care of her. I smiled and pulled out of my dad’s head. We had reached the threshold of the pressroom, and I couldn’t bear to hear any more.
The tru-casters had outfitted the pressroom with an elevated platform by the window overlooking the prisoners’ cages below. The tru-cast reporter perched on her chair, grasping her scribepad. She nearly fell off in her haste to get up when Senator Vellus strode into the room. I gagged at the way she smiled and rushed over to bow slightly to him. She wasn’t wearing an anti-jacker helmet, and a boom-mic thread dangled above her chair along with two others.
My dad and the guard with the dart gun moved to the back of the room, my dad’s hands straining the cuffs that bound them. Kestrel stayed by the door we just came through, and the second guard took up a position by the far door. He was the one I had to track because he had the real gun. The one that would hopefully put a bullet into Vellus and not into me.
The cameraman left his tripod camera to come look me over. He clearly knew who I was because he immediately spoke out loud, his voice unnaturally smooth for a mindreader.
“Is this what you’re planning on wearing for the interview?” He seemed to take my buttoned shirt, cargo pants, and boots as a personal affront.
“Sorry, my luggage got lost at the check-in.”
He clucked his tongue, as if I were a wayward urchin. “Well this isn’t going to work, Senator,” he said. “She’s far too… rugged-looking.”
Senator Vellus looked me up and down. “You’re right. Kira, you look like you’ve been in a brawl. We should probably clean you up before the interview, maybe find you something softer, more feminine-looking to wear.”
My nerves were strung way too tight for a debate about attire. “Well, I was just rescued from a band of revolutionary jackers,” I said between my teeth. “One might expect me to be a little scraped up.”
The cameraman cocked his head to one side, then took hold of my shoulders and surveyed me. I felt like a doll he was deciding how to dress. “It could work.” He wasn’t speaking to me, but to Vellus and the reporter. He ruffled his hand through my hair, leaving it mussed when he was done manhandling it. “Yes, she definitely has that ‘just rescued’ look.” He reached for the buttons on my shirt. “Maybe a little more disheveled would work even better.”
I smacked his hand away. He held it like a puppy I had just kicked, giving me a horrified look that I had the gall to hit him, flesh on flesh. I glared at him. There was no way he was unbuttoning my shirt for the tru-cast. I might end up dying in a few minutes in a hail of gunfire from Vellus’s guards, but I wasn’t going to do it with my shirt half-undone.
Vellus let out a low chuckle. “I think she’s perfect the way she is.” He guided me to the tru-cast chairs spotlighted in the middle of the room, his hand at the small of my back as if he were truly a caring senator tending to his young charge. His touch sent creepy shivers up my back, so I quickly moved away and climbed into my chair. The cameraman retreated to set up his lighting, moving it around and making minute adjustments.
I took a low, deep breath, focusing my mind. Outwardly, I probably looked like I was trying to settle my nerves for the big interview. Vellus eased into the seat next to mine, the smile wide and winning on his face.
“Now, I believe we have about ten minutes before the tru-cast is scheduled to begin,” said Vellus. The reporter nodded her agreement. “We haven’t had much time to review what you’ll say,” Vellus said to me, “but our lovely host will help us by guiding you with her questions, won’t you, Ms. Trinkle?”
Ms. Trinkle. That was Ava’s last name. That awareness jarred me out of my focus. She looked nothing like Ava, with dark eyes instead of blue, and long black hair instead of Ava’s feather-light blond. The interviewer could pass for Sasha’s sister. Sasha, who was now trapped in one of the jail cells below, a casualty of the fact that I wasn’t here to rescue anyone but instead to assassinate Vellus. And distraction I couldn’t afford to have.
Breathe in. Breathe out.
The tru-caster was speaking, but I was transfixed by Vellus taking off his anti-jacker helmet and running his hand through his somehow perfectly groomed hair. He set the helmet at his feet, and I tried very hard not to stare at it. The temptation to jack him was like a magnetic pull.
“Of course we’ll want to hear all about your captivity,” Vellus said to me when the tru-caster paused for a breath. “Tell us how ill-treated you were, how they were barbaric, even to their own kind…”
Breathe in. Breathe out. Down the elevator…
I dialed down the sensitivity of my hearing and focused on Vellus’s lips as they moved, forming words that I no longer heard. My eyelids drooped, badly wanting to close, but I couldn’t afford that luxury. I nodded my head, hoping it was well-timed for something that Vellus was saying. The spaghetti-mass of threads that tied my brain together splayed before me. I could study them for a hundred years and still not map it all out. But today, I only needed one thread…
Vellus’s hand touched mine, cold fingers lying like a dead mouse on my skin. I jerked with the sensation, and it yanked me out of my head, flooding my ears with a rush of sound.
“Kira!” His stare was cold and insistent. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
I sucked in a breath and cursed inside. “Sorry. Just a little… nervous.”
His smile was back. “Of course.” He nodded to the interviewer. “Very understandable, after all you’ve been through.” He was completely in character now for the interview: the kind, caring senator looking after one of his citizens. “It was lucky we were able to get you out of the water pumping station along with the other hostages. Now that the station is safely back in the hands of the government, the workers can keep the water flowing to the suburbs.”
His voice was sincere, but Vellus was lying about the water plant somehow, even though they didn’t have their anti-jacker helmets on.
“Yes, it’s good that we kept the water flowing.” I couldn’t tell if the sarcasm in my head bled through into my voice.
Vellus didn’t miss a beat. “Right. Now, Ms. Trinkle, most people don’t realize the importance of the water infrastructure for our great metro area…” Vellus chattered on, but I had stopped listening again.
The water station is much more important than you are, Kira.
Why did that nag at me? 
In all my explorations of my mind, I had learned that the vast majority of its operations happened below the surface, like the tunnels we followed to get to the water station—buried far underground, but key to everything. Why were the hidden information wells of my mind nagging at me about the importance of the water station—
The cameraman reached for my face and I shrank back. He was only trying to powder my nose, probably to take the shine off under the tru-cast lights. I curled my lip, and he scampered off like a scared rabbit.
“I sponsored a bill last year, in fact,” Vellus was saying, “that refurbished some of our least-efficient water plants, bringing them up to modern standards…”
The water station is much more important…
Why?
If Vellus cut off the water, there would be heaps of bodies, something he was trying to avoid. He wanted to weaken jackers, not kill them. My tru-cast was supposed to strike at jackers’ will to resist so that they would turn themselves in voluntarily. Why was the water station more important than that?
“It’s a good thing you were able to rescue Kira,” Ms. Trinkle was saying. She glanced at the cameraman, who was motioning to her. “Looks like we have about five more minutes, Senator. Perhaps you could tell me more about these water station renovations…”
The water station…
The water.
It hit me like an electrical storm in my brain. My mouth dropped open. I coughed into my hand to cover it, hoping Vellus and the reporter hadn’t noticed. I focused on my hands as my brain rapid-fired through it.
Vellus was using the water. Putting something in it, something that wouldn’t kill jackers, just weaken them, like my tru-cast was intended to do. Make them easy to control. That was why the water station was so heavily guarded. He hadn’t planned on us taking it at all. Vellus was guarding his access to the water supply that fed Jackertown, not to cut it off but to poison it.
But with what? Kestrel’s experiments. They were done. He had figured out whatever medical thing he wanted to use to control us. Something to dull our brains, produce the dead spots I found in every changeling and jacker he had experimented on. Something that would reduce our ability to jack, make us docile, lifeless, unable to go on…
I flushed hot with the memory of contemplating my own suicide while in Kestrel’s care. Maybe it hadn’t been my own weakness. Maybe Kestrel’s serums not only weakened my ability to jack but my will to live. My face caught on fire as I imagined thousands of jackers drinking the water. Vellus wanted to make all of Jackertown into one giant padded cell so he could drive us crazy with drugs and imprisonment.
It was becoming hard to breathe.
It would undo everything Julian had tried to build, everything I believed in. I looked at my hands, limp in my lap. I could strangle Vellus. Or I could rev up into my hyped state, grab a gun, and shoot Vellus, only to die a moment later.
But I couldn’t be sure that would stop it. 
I knew—I could feel it deep inside—that Vellus’s plan was in motion, and we had messed it up by taking the water station. That was why Vellus couldn’t wait for the other hostages to be released, why he had to take the station back right away.
I could kill Vellus, but it wouldn’t matter. I could refuse to do the tru-cast, but that wouldn’t matter either. The weight of hopelessness pushed me deeper into my seat.
Ms. Trinkle cleared her throat. “Ms. Moore?” she said. “We’re live in two minutes, honey.”
Vellus had already won.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The glare of the tru-cast lights was making me dizzy. My pulse beat a slow gong, ticking down the seconds until the interview.
It had been hopeless from the start. The moment I saved those changelings in the hospital, all those months ago, was the moment I doomed us all. I had ripped away the veil that was the only thing keeping us safe. All Julian’s dreams of a better life for jackers never had a chance. Vellus’s plan all along was to strangle that shining hope while it was still in the crib.
Julian.
I'd spent all that time mired in the black hole of my own despair when I could have been loving him. My heart swelled and cried tears I couldn’t let reach my face. All that time, lost. The mint-green jumpsuits milled below us in their cells, waiting for a rescue that would never come. I wondered if they could see me up here in my glass box, betraying them.
Vellus’s lips were moving again, but my ears were full of the white noise of defeat. Would it matter if I killed him? The kindly politician with the winning smile, trying to help a young mindjacker, only to be killed by her. Vellus would become the martyr. The public would eat up that story with their morning cereal while Kestrel poisoned us with whatever he had cooked up in his genetics lab.
Kestrel eyed me from the door. He knew—had known all along—what the endgame was. He had captured his own kind and experimented on them to develop the poison Vellus would use to control us.
President Vellus. That’s what my dad had said, and I could see it now. Vellus would be the man who solved the jacker problem without genocide. Who kept the mindjacker population docile, fenced in, and under control so mindreaders could sleep easy at night.
Jackers were doomed anyway—should I take Vellus’s offer to be one of the few who didn’t end up behind bars? Give up my foolish pride and finally, once and for all, save my family from the danger I had brought into their lives? Or should I kill Vellus and have the end come swift and final for me?
I reached down deep inside, not in my mind, but in my heart, to search for the answer. There was none. So I went with the hard diamond of hate cutting into my soul. Even if I couldn’t stop Vellus’s plans, I could at least make him pay for them.
Just as I came to this decision, a flicker of movement across the room grabbed my attention. In a blur, my dad lunged for the gun holstered on the guard next to him.
“No!” The word ripped from my throat. The guard grabbed for the dart gun. A pop-whoosh sound ripped the air. Vellus and the tru-caster ducked, but the dart hadn’t found its target. I plunged into my dad’s mind. Whatever crazy plan he had would only get him killed. Kestrel was already there, trying to jack my dad. I shoved Kestrel out. My dad kept wrestling with the guard. The dart gun waved in the air, but the guard’s meaty hands were clamped over my dad’s, keeping him from firing. The second guard, who had the real gun, inched forward. My dad's thoughts showed that was part of his plan. To remove himself as leverage for Vellus.
Tears sprung to my eyes. Dad, stop! I linked to him. Suddenly, my dad’s mind whirled in confusion. He stopped fighting. The guard quickly shoved him to the floor, and my dad lay limp under his knee, blinking rapidly and wondering what could possibly have possessed him to want to attack the senator, the man he had risked his life mindguarding for years.
What the….? My eyes went wide. Someone was handling my dad.
Kestrel shoved back into my dad’s head, now controlling him completely, but it was unnecessary. The first guard was cursing and sweating, but he had my dad fully under his control on the floor. The second guard still had his weapon out in case my dad lunged up from the floor again, but my dad wasn’t going anywhere. He had already given up. It wasn’t Kestrel who had handled him, and both guards had anti-jacker helmets. The only other people in the room were the tru-cast reporter, the cameraman, and… Vellus.
He was staring intently at my father. Anyone else might have thought it was a look of hatred or perhaps fear that froze his face into a mask of concentration. But I knew exactly what it was.
Vellus was handling him.
I quickly wrenched my gaze away from Vellus and stared at my hands in my lap.
Vellus was a jacker. A mindjacker. How could I possibly not have seen this until now?
His meteoric rise as a politician made complete sense if he was a handler. Just like Julian, he could slip into people’s minds and control their instincts, creating that reflexive feeling of trust. They would never know they were being messed with. When Sasha and I had tried to take Vellus the first time, I thought there had been another mindguard, but there hadn’t. It had been Vellus all along. When he was attacked, he was forced to defend himself, like now, when my dad had nearly shot him.
But how had Julian forced Vellus to release the prisoners last summer? Could one handler handle another? At the time, Vellus had accused me of jacking him, but if he was a handler himself, he had to know what had really happened.
A sudden doubt clouded over me. Before, at the Trib Tower, I had linked in to Vellus’s mind and read his thoughts. He had appeared to be a normal mindreader.
I lifted my gaze from my twisting hands to peer at Vellus. He blinked a couple of times, took a deep breath, then put on a smile, turning back to the tru-caster with a word of reassurance and tossing a warning glare to me. I reached out and pushed through his mindbarrier. It was as soft as a changeling’s, exactly like a mindreader’s would be.
Are you all right, Senator? I linked to him. He slowly turned to me, and I met his gaze full on.
Thank you for your concern, Ms. Moore. His thoughts echoed in his head. Perhaps you could convince your father to cooperate, at least until the tru-cast is finished?
The echo was even stronger the second time, and I had the same feeling of being in a big empty room with his thoughts broadcast in from the outside. Exactly like Julian when he pulled back his defenses and allowed me into his mind.
And Vellus had no mindscent at all.
He turned back to the tru-cast reporter as if nothing had happened. He was back to pretending he was simply a mindreader.
Now I knew exactly what to do.




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I didn’t have to kill Vellus.
In fact, killing him was the last thing from my mind now. Instead, I would make him pay in the worst possible way: by forcing him to destroy all his own plans and dreams. A warm glow of satisfaction spread through me. It was the sure feeling you get when you know you’ve made the right choice—something you did on instinct alone, but if you had a thousand years to contemplate the possible outcomes, you would still do the same thing.
“We… we’re almost ready to go live, Senator.” The tru-cast reporter’s eyes were still wide from the scuffle with my dad, which had lasted mere seconds before he was contained on the floor.
Subdued, like Vellus wanted to do to all jackers.
“I’m sorry for the drama, Ms. Trinkle,” said Vellus. “I’m afraid Ms. Moore’s father doesn’t share her enthusiasm for seeing dangerous jackers restrained so that they can’t threaten anyone else.”
My dad stared at his shoes, the confused look still on his face. The guard stood next to him, a hand on my dad’s shoulder in case he decided to make a move. Which of course he wouldn’t. Then Vellus gave me a pointed look, waiting for me to respond. Waiting to see if I would carry through with the tru-cast.
“My father,” I said in a confident voice, filled with the rightness of my decision, “doesn’t understand the stakes like I do. We don’t agree on many things, not least what I’m about to do here today. Which just means we should get on with it, don’t you think?”
Vellus smiled broadly, and the tru-cast reporter nodded uncertainly. I linked to the boom mic over my head, then into Vellus’s and the reporter’s minds. Her first name popped up. Sandy. The mindware interface of the mic had a slight metallic taste, and the reporter’s mindscent reminded me of lemon tea. It was light, but it was still there.
Vellus, of course, had no mindscent at all.
Sandy, I linked to her, making her aware that I was in her head. I think we should do this by thought waves, don’t you?
Yes! At least, she linked, looking at the senator, I thought that was the arrangement.
Senator Vellus chimed in, his words still echoing like his head was an empty cavern. That would be best.
Most reassuring to your viewers, I would think.
You don’t mind me linking in to your mind, do you? I asked her.
Um, no, that’s… fine. Sandy’s thoughts had the same uneasy shifting that every mindreader had once they realized that mindjackers had to jack into their heads to read their thoughts. I resisted throwing a smirk at Vellus, who was doing precisely the same thing to her as he had with every mindreader he had ever known, only Sandy didn’t know it. Like Julian, Vellus was just a linker—with the caveat of also being the most insidiously powerful kind of jacker, able to control your instincts, but completely without detection.
You see, jackers can’t read minds, I explained to Sandy, enjoying how much my thoughts sounded like the professor-voice Julian used. We have to physically reach into your mind to interface with your mindfield. Normally, I wouldn’t do such a thing without asking, especially with a fellow mindjacker, who wouldn’t care for that at all. This time, I couldn’t resist a small glance at Vellus. Most mindreaders I know don’t like it either. Are you sure this is all right with you?
She stumbled over a flash of fear, then steeled herself with her journalistic nerves. A fleeting thought of how important this interview was helped her sit taller in her chair.
Absolutely, she thought. No problem.
Thank you. Then I turned inward to my own mind. Holding a conversation while slowly getting my body into its hyped state would be tricky. And I couldn’t afford the blowback, so I would need to make my moves fast and minimal.
The calm stillness of my mind surprised me. It took no time at all to float down the elevator and slip into the depths as if I belonged there. I was a skilled explorer traveling a well-worn path.
Outwardly, I took a deep breath and let it out slow. Are we live on this tru-cast, Ms. Trinkle? I asked, just to make sure. It would be most effective that way.
She circled a finger in the air, signaling to the cameraman. We will be momentarily.
While she paused a beat, I dropped down to the mass of connections in my mind. Someday, if I lived through this, I was going to explore each and every one. That idea felt simultaneously impossible and wondrous with potential. My life was at a tipping point: the most important thing I would ever do would happen in the next minute or two. Anything after that would simply be a bonus, like presents when it wasn’t your birthday. Or finding a boy to love when you only expected a hero.
I took another calming breath and gripped the edge of my seat. It probably looked like nervousness on the outside, but I was simply preparing to hide the jittery state that would soon overtake me. I searched for the thread and quickly found it, like an old friend in a crowd of strangers at the airport just waiting to pick me up and take me home.
And we’re live, Ms. Trinkle thought. Thank you so much for joining me today, Ms. Moore. I’m honored to have you in your first public appearance since your famous announcement to the world that revealed the mindjackers hidden among us.
Breathe in, follow the thread. The honor is mine, I linked with complete sincerity. Vellus was staring at me. He shifted in his seat and crossed his legs. His mind was an echo chamber, hiding his true thoughts. But no matter.
Much has changed since you first helped those changelings at the military hospital, Sandy thought. And I’d like to hear your thoughts on the status of mindjackers today, but first, can you tell us how it is that you, yourself, needed rescuing earlier today from a terrorist band of mindjackers who took over the Hawthorne Water Pumping Station?
It’s true that I was part of the mindjacker group who took over the station, I linked to her, Vellus, and millions of mindreaders via the boom mic. The idea was to negotiate the release of mindjackers being held in Senator Vellus’s Detention Center.
Follow the thread to the end. Send the signal. The electric ping zipped through my body, flipping every muscle to fast-twitch. I would need all of them, not just my leg muscles.
Yes, we know, Sandy thought. Those demands made by the jacker terrorists were cast everywhere.
I knew that Kira wouldn’t voluntarily be mixed up with those revolutionary mindjackers, Vellus cut in. Which is why I helped to negotiate her release from the mindjacker group holding the station as quickly as I could.
Muscles sang throughout my body as they converted over. I took another breath and let it out through my teeth, trying to make no sound. I was glad to come out so that I could help negotiate terms. I wanted the crisis to have a safe ending for everyone involved. I sounded like hostage negotiator Sergeant Lenny Lee now. Julian would be so proud of how well I dissembled in the service of the cause. I triggered a surge of adrenaline as I rose out of the depths of my mind, which only made my legs vibrate against the cushion of my seat.
And you brought out half the mindreader hostages with you! the reporter gushed. You’re a hero once again.
I hoped she would take my shaky smile for humility. It was really all the muscles in my body, including my face, fully juiced and ready to move.
I’m not a hero, I linked. Just trying to do the right thing. Trying to find a way to peace for jackers and mindreaders alike.
Vellus frowned slightly. I had to grip the chair harder to keep my body from flying off. My fingers dug into the smooth fabric of the cushion.
I was very impressed, I continued, that Senator Vellus was so concerned for the safety of all jackers and readers involved. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, Senator Vellus is a mindjacker.
Um… what? Sandy asked as if she had misheard my thoughts. Which was funny all by itself, but I wasn’t capable of smiling without it looking deranged. Vellus was caught in the shock of my thoughts but not yet reacting to them.
Senator Vellus is a mindjacker, I repeated, looking him straight in the eyes. He’s a special kind, called a handler, that can control your instincts for survival. It’s a rare and powerful ability that’s very difficult to detect. But he’s really one of us, so it makes sense that he would be protective of mindjackers as well as mindreaders.
Vellus’s face went white, then red, then an odd kind of purple, almost like a chameleon hyped up on one of Julian’s jacker adrenaline drugs. He sent out a booming wave of mental laughter. That’s very funny, Ms. Moore. He turned a glinting smile on the reporter, who had lost all color in her face. Of course I’m not a mindjacker.
Well, you could get tested, I linked. Don’t you have testing centers now that take care of that sort of thing, Senator Vellus? A simple test would prove whether you were, or were not, a mindjacker. Small tearing sounds came from the chair where my fingernails cut into the fabric.
Vellus gripped the arms of his own chair, turning back to the reporter. I didn’t agree to this interview to come here and be insulted, he thought, as if it were her fault. She shrank into her chair. This interview is over! He was halfway out of his seat when the reporter signaled wildly to the cameraman to cut the tru-cast feed.
That was my cue.
I launched out of my chair and leaped off the elevated interview platform. I made it half way across the room in a single pent-up bound, my foot hitting the floor a quarter second later. My mind had already slowed down time so I could control my limbs as I hurtled toward the guard at the far door. I only got two steps before launching myself into the air again, leading with both boots forward. That landed a punch to the gut which slammed the guard into the wall and forced all the air from his body. I landed hard on my shoulder, but my muscles were taut like rubber bands so I bounced off the floor and managed to arch back onto my feet. I grabbed the gun from the stunned guard and unfastened the strap of his helmet at the same time, then shoved the helmet off his head. I jacked him unconscious before he started to slide down the wall.
I turned and pointed the gun at Kestrel.
Everyone else in the room, including Kestrel, was still reacting to my sudden movement and had lost track of where I was.
I fired. The sound of the shot exploded in the close confines of the pressroom. Kestrel flew backward, my aim dead-on.
I flung my mind into my dad’s head, and as I had hoped, Kestrel’s control had been broken and Vellus’s concentration was disrupted by the gunfire and my sudden flight across the room. I couldn’t wait for my dad to figure it out, so I jacked him to grab the holstered dart gun of the guard next to him, and with another round of unerring Moore aim, he shot Vellus.
The reporter screamed.
Vellus stared at the dart sticking out of his chest. Then he slumped in his seat, eyes glazed. I knocked out Sandy and her cameraman so I wouldn’t have to worry about them. I trained my gun on the guard now struggling with my dad over the dart gun, but I couldn’t get a good shot with them twisting and turning and slamming against the wall like one body with four arms and legs and the dart gun at the heart of it. My dad’s hands were still bound and he was quickly sliding to the losing end of the fight.
I dropped my arm and ran at them instead, my legs stuttering. I still arrived with enough speed to knock the guard pretty good with the anti-jacker helmet in my hand. It bounced off his own helmet and left him momentarily stunned. I stumbled to a stop, turned back, dropped my helmet, and grabbed his. The guard let go of my dad long enough to grab at his helmet with both hands, more terrified of losing it, apparently, than whatever my dad might do.
My dad shot him with the dart gun.
I stepped back as the guard slumped to the floor, the helmet still half-on and protecting his head from bouncing on the thin industrial carpeting of the pressroom.
My dad and I looked at each other over the guard’s body. Disbelief burned in his eyes, and I thought maybe a little pride. In spite of the fact that I had just jacked him into shooting his boss. Or perhaps because of it. 
But we were far from out of danger, much less out of the Detention Center.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

“Nice shooting,” I said to my dad.
He smiled.
Then my body shook. The tremors had kicked in as soon as I stopped moving, but the blowback was still ramping up. I had run more than I had planned. I closed my eyes, diving back into my head to shift my muscles back to normal. The fast-twitch muscles flipped back to slow, giving an extra shimmy to the shakes. I pumped up my heart rate and dosed myself with a little more adrenaline to try to accelerate the process.
I opened my eyes again. My legs buzzed, and the floor of the pressroom seemed to tip. My knees buckled, and I tripped over the fallen guard at my feet. I caught myself with one hand on the wall and managed not to fall into my dad. He braced my shoulder with his bound hands as best he could. His gaze darted over me, looking for some injury. I wasn’t hurt, but I prayed the blowback wouldn’t get any worse.
“I’ll be fine in a minute.” I hoped it was true. I clenched my teeth together so they wouldn’t chatter. My shoulder throbbed, but I ignored it.
Before, in Kestrel’s cells, the tranq gas had kept Julian from handling, so in theory, Vellus being tranquilized should mean I could jack him like any other jacker and easier than most. If he was like Julian, underneath the crazy mind powers, he was just a linker and didn’t have the ability to resist. But Vellus had been a handler for longer than Julian and was probably more practiced at it. And possibly more dangerous. If he had the same terror-inducing defensive ability, it would be in full form now that he was unconscious.
This was going to be tricky.
“What now?” My dad had tugged a tiny key from the guard’s pocket to unlock his cuffs.
I gave him a tight smile. “Now we wake Vellus up.”
His eyebrows flew up. “Why?” I could understand his reluctance.
“Because we have an appointment with Sasha.” I jerked my chin toward the glass and the cells downstairs. “He is down there somewhere, right?”
My dad nodded. “We were sharing a cell.”
I reached down with a shaky hand and tugged the guard’s badge off his belt along with a comm-link clipped around his ear that was already squawking with chatter from the other guards, who must be losing their minds by now. With the guard's gear in one hand, and the gun in my other, I stumbled over to Vellus’s body. He was slumped in his chair. I waved my dad over and motioned him to put his cuffs on Vellus.
“Let me do the jacking,” I said. “You know Vellus is a jacker, right? I wasn’t just saying that for a distraction. He was handling you like Julian did before.”
My dad’s jaw worked, and he glared at Vellus.
“It’s okay, Dad. He’s fooled a lot of people.” I nodded to the dart gun in my dad’s hand. “Better keep that ready, just in case.” I held my gun pointed at Vellus as well. I’d already killed one man today, but I’d make it two if this scribing thing didn’t work out. I glanced over at Kestrel’s body, only to find it wasn’t there. “What the…?”
“What is it?” My dad tensed and swept his dart gun toward the empty carpet where Kestrel should be.
“Where did Kestrel’s body go?” I checked every corner of the room as if he could have resurrected himself like a zombie and crawled off.
“You must have just wounded him, Kira.”
I shook my head. It wasn’t possible. I shot him. I’d seen the bullet throw his body to the floor. My gaze finally fell on the half-open door behind where Kestrel’s body should be, the one we had come through from the warden’s office. My body trembled again, not with the blowback, but with a rage that made me physically shake.
My dad grabbed my arm, gently but firmly. “I know you want to go after him. But we have to worry about Vellus right now and how to get out of here.”
I blinked a couple of times, then nodded and focused on the senator.
I suddenly realized Sasha had probably encountered Vellus’s defenses, and the experience had thrown him into some kind of epileptic fit. I steeled myself, hoping not to get hit with whatever had left Sasha convulsing on the ground.
Vellus’s mind held nothing but a juiced-up haze. I let loose a sigh of relief, then reached deeper to roughly jack him awake. I left the sedative swimming around the receptors in his brain. I didn’t want him handling anyone, and he would have to be under the influence of the sedative for Sasha to do his work anyway. 
Vellus moaned, groggily coming to. Vellus squinted up at me like he couldn’t quite figure out what had happened. I pointed the gun at his forehead. That got his attention, but confusion still tumbled around his face.
“I will kill you without hesitation,” I said.
That froze the confusion in place. I linked in to both his and my father’s heads. Or my father can jack you into compliance. It might be easier on you if you cooperate.
My dad held his dart gun leveled at Vellus’s belly with a stone-cold look that I was glad would never be directed at me. Vellus’s mind had a scent now, like decaying leaves in the fall, bitter with fear, like any other person would be. We could jack Vellus if we needed to, but he would be a more convincing hostage if he was frightened out of his mind.
“Kira.” He raised his cuffed hands, then lowered, then raised them again, his hands doing a jerky dance in front of him as if trying to conjure away the gun. “Kira, wait. I will do whatever you wish, but it doesn’t need to be like this.”
“Oh, I think that it does.” A laugh bubbled up in my chest, but I held it in. It felt like manic nerves, but my hand was steady.
“Will you please point that somewhere else?”
“Nope.” I moved the gun to point at Vellus’s heart while carefully tracking the amount of sedative in his mind. “Put out your hand.”
He eyed me warily as if I might bite him. Or possibly hand him a grenade and ask him to hold it. Which wasn’t a bad idea. Finally he held out a hand, and I could see it shaking.
Pathetic.
I dropped the comm-link in his open palm. He bumbled, hooking it around his ear until it was close enough for the receptors to pick up.
A scuffle sounded beyond the door where Kestrel had slipped out. My dad grabbed Vellus by his trim, silky dress shirt and hauled him up out of the chair, putting his body between us and the door just as two guards in starched blue uniforms burst through the open space.
I shoved my gun into Vellus’s side. “Stay back!” I shouted to the guards. They stuttered to a stop right inside the door, guns extended. “Call them off,” I said to Vellus. “Or you’re not going to make it out of this pressroom alive.”
Vellus threw his cuffed hands out. “Don’t shoot!”
My dad tugged on Vellus’s arm and slowly backed toward the far door, opposite the guards and where we had come in.
 “You don’t have to do this, Kira,” Vellus said, trying to find his footing as he moved with me and my dad backward toward the door. “We can work together. You’re brave and strong and smart. I told you, I want someone like you on my side.”
“Well, we do have something in common then,” I said. “Because I want someone like you on my side, too.” I couldn’t resist grinning at Vellus’s expense. I was sure he had no idea what was in store for him in Sasha’s cell. “We’re going for a little walk, Vellus. Call them on the com-link and tell your goons to let us through. I have a particular prisoner who I want free.” Vellus’s thoughts flashed to Julian, and my heart about ripped in two. I wanted desperately to know more, but his thoughts showed he hadn’t heard anything back from the raid. And I couldn’t let thoughts of Julian distract me.
We had reached the door, but it was shielded so we couldn’t tell what was on the other side. My dad jabbed his gun so hard into Vellus’s side that he cringed away from it.
“Call it in, Vellus!” my dad growled, his face close to Vellus’s ear.
Vellus tapped the comm-link. “This… this is Senator Vellus. Clear the corridor. We’re coming out.”
My dad took the guard’s badge from me, swiped it through, and peered through the cracked door. When he saw it was free, he held the door open. We marched Vellus down the hall, one of us on each side, his handcuffs stretched tight across his body. At the far end, a SWAT team of guards were huddled, blocking the way. I mentally reached forward. Not only did they have anti-jacker helmets, but they were hiding behind a bulkhead that supported a disruptor shield blocking the entire width of the hallway.
They weren’t taking any chances with us. I ground my gun into Vellus’s side.
“Tell them if they try anything, I can pull this trigger even with my dying breath.”
“They’re not going to try anything.” But his voice was uncertain, and he seemed to be talking to the comm-link as much as me. “Command, let us through.”
As we approached, the SWAT members at the end of the hall scrambled to clear the passage, backing up and away.
Vellus turned his head slightly to the side and dropped his voice. “Where do you think you can go, Kira? It’s not like they’ll let you leave the building like this.”
 “Right now, we’re going to the prison block,” I said conversationally. “What cell were you in, Dad?”
“Two thirty-one.” His voice wasn’t quite as cheery as mine, but I imagined he was thinking about getting out. That was something I had stopped worrying about once I stepped through the gate.
We shuffled over the threshold, a tightly knit trio in lockstep like mindreaders synchronized to a common heartbeat, then took the stairs immediately across the hall. Our footsteps echoed through the concrete stairwell, clanging on the metal steps. Doors at the bottom clicked open for us, and we stepped out into a short hallway. There was a wide-eyed guard in an enclosed security checkpoint next to an iron-barred door. He was shield protected, but he gaped at us like he couldn’t believe what was happening.
“Tell them to let us in, Vellus,” I said.
“We need access to the prisoner level,” Vellus said into his comm-link. The guard pressed two fingers to his ear, obviously listening to his own commands. He shut his gaping mouth and must have mentally activated something, because the door buzzed and slid open.
We frog-marched Vellus down the hall and through the door, passing through a disruptor shield along the way. When we arrived at the central prisoner area, it was like the view from the pressroom: two stories of cages filled with jackers in pale-green prison garb. An audible murmur swept through the air as jackers caught sight of us. I mentally reached ahead. There weren’t any disruptor shields on the cells: every jacker was in a physical cage but each could reach all the other jackers for a hundred feet in every direction. It was madness, a recipe for death and mayhem. It was a wonder there were still people left alive here. I sensed a few were juiced, but most were fully functioning mentally, enough to react to my lightest touch and shove me out.
There were no guards that I could see, but the door had also shut tight and locked behind us. Whoever was calling the shots probably figured there was nowhere for us to go.
 The jackers watched us carefully as we strode down the center aisle between the cages. Some leered at Vellus, others stared in disbelief. A few rested their elbows on their cage bars, their arms hanging out casually, as if having Senator Vellus paraded in front of them at gunpoint was an everyday occurrence. Or perhaps they had simply given up and didn’t care anymore.
No one surged us, but I was in the awful position of having to mindguard Vellus to make sure no one killed him before we got him to Sasha.
“Pick up the pace, Vellus.” I urged him and my dad a little faster toward the cell where I saw Sasha peering through his bars at us. “And you better hope Julian is still alive, because if he’s not, you’ll have a hard time living out your normal lifespan in Jackertown.”
“So, you’re taking me to Jackertown?” Vellus said, with an I’m-the-snake tone slipping into his voice. His thoughts tripped through scenarios like a high-speed computer, trying to figure out what I would do next.
“If you’re lucky. Or we could just leave you here.” I tilted my head toward a particularly large jacker inmate who looked like he could eat Vellus for lunch.
The truth was I wouldn’t leave Vellus anywhere. I wasn’t entirely sure Sasha would be able to scribe Vellus, but if he couldn’t, I would be true to my word and not hesitate in killing him. It was still my primary mission here, and I would take the consequences from there. Especially with the plans Vellus had set in motion, there was no way I could allow him to walk out of here alive, unchanged.
Walk out of here… oh no. Kestrel!
I clenched Vellus’s arm tighter. He wanted power and glory, but Kestrel… he was a true jacker-hater, even though he was a jacker himself. If Kestrel wasn’t dead, then there was one place I was sure he was going: the water pumping station. Vellus seemed to think Kestrel was only following orders, but I knew Kestrel the way you know someone who’s been the focus of your hate fantasies for such an intense period that you’ve forgotten there was a time before hating them. And that Kestrel, the one that I had killed a hundred times in my head, would never let something as small as the capture of his boss by jacker revolutionaries stop his years of work. Kestrel loathed jackers with the kind of hatred which could only come from somewhere deep, dark, and pathological.
He wouldn’t stop until I put a bullet in him.
As we approached Sasha’s cage, I called out to him, “We come bearing gifts.”
Sasha smiled bright white. “You didn’t bring much of a rescue party, that’s for sure.” The J on his cheek didn’t stand out against his dark skin as much as my dad’s did, but it stabbed my heart nonetheless.
“The rescue party is in need of a little rescuing themselves,” I said. There wouldn’t be anyone else coming for us today.
Sasha’s face visibly grayed. “Is Ava all right?”
I cringed and lied as convincingly as I could. “She’s fine.” It was possible. She might be fine. Or she might be dead. There was no time to explain, and even if I had hours, there was no way I was telling him Ava had been on a mission trying to save him when the water station was taken. He needed something to live for.
Sasha took a shaky breath and nodded.
However, I did need to bring him up to speed on everything else, so I reached out to link in to his head and ran smack into a disruptor barrier around his cage. Then I noticed Sasha stood back from the bars, not sticking his hands through like the jackers in the cages behind us. In fact, the stretch of cages ahead were all the same as I skimmed along. All blocked by disruptor shields.
This must be the maximum-security section. I saw why Sasha would be here, but it would complicate things considerably. Sasha needed to touch Vellus, and physically reaching through the bars while the disruptor shield was up would scramble his mind. I couldn’t reach through the shield either, so boosting his ability was out as well.
“Tell them to open the door,” I hissed in Vellus’s ear. He scrambled to relay the command to the comm-link. There was a long stretch of silence that had me second-guessing this plan.
I resorted to speaking out loud, but quietly. “I have a job for you, Sasha, but if you can’t do it, then I’ll have to do it for you.” I hoped he could decipher what I was saying. If they don’t let you out to scribe Vellus, I’m going to have to shoot him.
Sasha’s face settled into a mask. “Well, that was always part of the mission, wasn’t it?” It had taken a circuitous route, but he was right: we were still on the mission. He knew from the start that we might not come back from it, just as I did. As long as we eliminated Vellus, it would be worth it. However, my dad didn’t sign up for this. I flicked a look to him and linked in to his head, but he was way ahead of me.
Make sure you shoot him in the head, Kira. I don’t want him making a miraculous recovery.
I pressed my lips together and gave him a short nod. My dad and Sasha both had to know that if I shot Vellus, there would be nothing holding back the prison guards anymore. We would likely all end up dead on the floor. The entire prisoner wing had fallen silent, the whisperings quieted as if everyone knew it. With a hundred jacker minds jostling one another, they probably did. It was an odd feeling, like back in my days in school when rumors surged in waves through the adolescent minds in the cafeteria.
I moved my gun from Vellus’s ribs to his temple. “You had better hope they open that door very soon,” I said quietly.
Vellus shrank away from me, and my dad pushed him back upright again, none too gently. Vellus tapped his comm-link several times like he didn’t think it was working properly. “Command! Command, you need to open the cell!”
Nothing happened. I waited, finding myself slowly counting in my head. I moved my finger to the trigger. If I got to ten, something was wrong. They were probably finding a way to shoot me first, or gas the prisoner cells, or something… Suddenly, the door to Sasha’s cell clicked and slid open. I tried not to let the relief show too much on my face.
Sasha hurried out of the cell as soon as it had opened wide enough.
I brushed his mind and he quickly let me in. Can you scribe him?
He’s still under the gas, but he’s a handler, Sasha.
Sasha narrowed his eyes, measuring Vellus like he had transformed into a cobra ready to strike. I should be able to. I’ve never scribed a handler before. Given that Julian was the only other handler any of us had met, I wasn’t surprised.
Well, no time like the present to find out. I cast a look up and down the jacker prison, checking for signs of snipers or SWAT teams waiting to rush in and rescue the senator.
Sasha reached his hand toward Vellus, who threw up his cuffed wrists to fend him off.
“Wait!” Vellus cried out. I couldn’t tell if he had guessed what Sasha planned, but Vellus’s mind was a terrorized scramble. If necessary, I’d jack him into lying prone on the ground, so he better not make much of a fuss about it.
He turned to me. “Kira, there’s… there’s something you don’t know. It’s about the water station.”
“I know, Vellus.”
“What?” he asked, more confused than afraid. “How could you… what do you think you know?”
“I know that whatever the problem is, you’re going to help us solve it.”
I nodded to Sasha. He dashed two fingers to Vellus’s forehead, the lightning strike of a mongoose on the kill bite. Vellus jerked in surprise. Then his eyes glassed, just like Molloy’s had when Sasha scribed him from being a vicious clan leader to a lumpy teddy bear of a jacker who we had to keep under careful watch in Jackertown, just to make sure someone didn’t use him for their own evil purposes.
All the things that made Vellus who he was—all the plans, all the evil acts, all the threats of retribution, all the political scheming and years of turning good men like my dad into tools for his quest for power—all of it faded under Sasha’s mental washing.
I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening at that moment. Sasha must have access to the hidden depths of Vellus’s brain. I could imagine the tangled connections that controlled every process in the mind: the simple, the automatic, the instinctual, the learned. All of it was one big mess in our heads. How did Sasha find his way through it? How did the people he scribed come out anything other than a vegetable?
For the first time, it occurred to me that Sasha wasn’t a merchant of death for the soul. He was a healer. Someone who found the evil and excised it from your mind with the precision of a laser and the good intentions of a saint. Anyone else would be tempted to do far less and far worse. It made something inside me squeeze in recognition. It was an understanding, but an elusive one, like it was at the tips of my fingers but slipping away.
Sasha released him and Vellus blinked several times.
Then his soft brown eyes met mine. “Kira, there’s an antidote.”
I frowned. “What?” I wasn’t sure if I had heard him properly, or maybe Sasha’s mental scalpel had slipped while he was in there.
“There’s an antidote to the serum,” Vellus said with complete urgency, seizing hold of my shoulders with his fervor. “But only Kestrel knows where it is.”
My stomach clenched tight.
It was time to break out of Vellus’s prison.




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I shrugged out of Vellus’s grip, adjusting my shirt afterward. Even though I knew Sasha’s scribe had taken hold of him and turned him into one of us—which he should have been all along, considering he was a handler like Julian—I still didn’t like him touching me.
The jackers in the cages around us murmured again, and I felt the energy building. I wished I could free all of them, but that wasn’t going to happen today. I didn’t want anyone else overhearing, so I linked in to Sasha, my dad, and Vellus all at once. It was a combination that I had never expected to experience.
Kestrel has some kind of plan to poison the water at a pumping station that feeds into Jackertown. I’m sure he’s on the way there now. We need to get out of here and stop him.
I know! Anguish rippled through Vellus’s thoughts, turning his fall-leaf mindscent sour. There are so many people who will be affected… how could I have been so wrong… why did I let Kestrel…
Focus, Vellus. I didn’t have time for his remorse. Is it already done? Is the poison already in the water?
No, he thought. Or at least… I don’t think so. The plan was to wait until the plant was secure and cleared out. We didn’t want too many eyes on the operation. If Kestrel has already dumped it in the water, the antidote should be able to reverse the effects.
Okay, good. My heart was pounding through Vellus’s explanation. Maybe we weren’t too late after all. We need a way out of here. We can negotiate your release with the warden, or whoever’s in charge now…
Yes, yes! He practically gushed happy thoughts in his desire to help. Sasha may have tuned him up a little too much. You can release me and then I’ll tell them to let everyone go!
I sighed and threw a look to Sasha. He shrugged. It’s not an exact science.
Now he tells me.
But I want to help! Vellus protested. I… I can help you stop Kestrel. Then confusion spun his thoughts as if this sudden desire to help was a completely foreign animal inside him.
Sasha indicated Vellus’s head. And there were some serious issues in there to deal with.
Vellus looked at Sasha’s finger as if it were a fly he wanted to swat.
 They won’t believe anything Vellus says, I linked to Sasha and my dad, ignoring Vellus and his flailing at Sasha’s hand while staying in his head to keep tabs on him. He was still under the effects of the tranq dart, so he wasn't terribly dangerous, but he seemed… unstable. The prison officials know he’s been jacked, although once they have him back, they may not suspect that it’s permanent. If he keeps acting this way, they might put him in a padded psych cell. They’re probably debating whether to shoot us all right now.
Sasha nodded and my dad frowned. I didn’t see a way out either.
We should bring him with us, my dad offered. His thoughts wandered to unpleasant things he’d like to do to Vellus once we were free. The coldness of his thoughts bothered me, but I didn’t have time to think about my dad’s desire for vengeance.
We might have to, I linked to all three of them. Vellus is the only thing keeping us alive right now. We can try walking out with him, but I’m sure they’ll have snipers in the courtyard. At some point, if they can get a good line of sight, someone’s going to take a shot. In spite of our dismal chances, a warm flush of satisfaction ran through me—we had stopped Vellus, one way or another. Even if we didn’t make it out, he would never work against jackers again. If they didn’t send him to the demens ward, he might even do some good. I could just picture Vellus in the Senate, working for jacker rights.
Julian would love the irony of that.
Julian… My heart wrenched.
He was captured, maybe dead. Kestrel was on his way to poison all of Jackertown. And we were trapped inside the Detention Center with dozens of twitchy guards ready to kill us.
It was looking pretty grim.
The hydrocopter! Vellus’s thoughts burst out into a single clear pulse, and he clapped his hands like a small child discovering there was cake for dessert.
My dad, Sasha, and I all turned to him. Excuse me? I asked.
My hydrocopter, Vellus thought, with an emphasis on the possessive part. He seemed delighted to have our attention again, as if it were a spotlight shining on him. I had a sense of what Sasha meant by issues. The copter is quite impressive. Big and black and very powerful-looking. It used to transport the president before they upgraded to the new fusion-powered ones that can perpetually circle the earth. You know, in the event of a domestic attack or nuclear crisis—
Vellus! I cut him off. You have a hydrocopter? Here at the Detention Center?
My mouth hung open, a look that was mirrored on my dad's and Sasha’s faces as well.
Oh yes! His million-watt smile beamed at me, full of pride over his toy. It’s on the roof! We can use it to fly directly to the water pumping station and stop Kestrel before he dumps all those nasty genetic inhibitors of his into the water.
I rubbed the shock off my face and peered up into Vellus’s. How good of an actor are you? I shook my head. Stupid question. Scratch that. Call it in, tell them that’s our demand. A hydrocopter ride off the roof. Then we’ll let you go.
I’m not going with you? He seemed disappointed.
I gritted my teeth and did my best Julian impression. We need you to fight for the cause here, Vellus. You need to undo all the things you’ve done before, okay? You can start with getting these jackers, your fellow jackers in the Detention Center, released. That’s the best way you can serve the JFA. His face lit up. But you need to be mesh about it!
His face fell, then took on a crafty look. Mesh. Yes, I can do that. But you need to take me with you, Kira. You know they’ll track you, right? And probably try to intercept you.
Then it’s a good thing we don’t have far to go.
You’ll only be safe, you’ll only reach the water station at all, if you have me on board.
I took a breath and let it out slowly. I didn’t want to admit it, but Vellus was right. Okay. You can come with us. Lie to them, tell them we’ll let you go if they have the hydrocopter ready. But they’ll suspect you’re, uh, changed, know what I mean? You need to be convincing.
Don’t worry, Kira. He grinned. I can be persuasive if I need to be. He was back to that sunshiny smile that was just a little too happy. And, heaven help us, he was a handler. Who knew what he would do with that once he was off the tranquilizer.
I was starting to think I should have shot him anyway.
Vellus spoke into his comm-link. “The terrorists are demanding that the hydrocopter be ready to go once they reach the roof.” He spoke in a calm, even tone. “Along with a pilot to take them where they need to go.” A pause. “Yes, I understand your reluctance, Warden, but I assure you they have no intention of letting me walk out of here alive, otherwise.” Another pause. “And if I were jacked? Would that make their demands any less pertinent to solving this crisis? Surely allowing a few jackers to release early from the Detention Center is worth my life. Or would you rather see a senator die on your watch?” Another pause. “Thank you for your concerns, Warden. When this is finished, we can discuss the soundness of my mind.”
My mouth was hanging open, so I shut it. Ok, maybe Vellus would do all right after all. My dad and I took up positions on either side of him, our guns pressed not quite so hard into his side, but hopefully still convincing. Sasha followed close behind. Vellus put on a good show of fear and trepidation.
As we approached the door at the end of the prisoner level, it buzzed and slid open. Vellus guided us out and to the right, heading down a corridor and past another guard station. Behind the glass, the guard watched us go, his lips moving as he spoke into his comm-link. Another door buzzed open for us, and we marched up a stairwell.
I didn’t like it. The feeling of being confined in too small a space was starting to crawl down my back. We managed to climb three flights of stairs, though, with no problems. When we reached the top, I tried the guard’s badge and it swiped us into another hallway. At the end was a door with a window out into the bright afternoon sun. I saw the hazy blue of the Chicago winter sky outside. We had made it to the roof.
We crept down the hall, but something was wrong. It was dead silent. We should be hearing the hydrocopter by now if they were truly letting us go. When I had coptered off the roof of the Tribune Tower a zillion years ago, the vibrations could be felt all through the top floor. I reached ahead, but the outside of the building was blocked by a shield. I beat on my brain, trying to remember if the entire building had been shielded when I came in or only the outer perimeter.
I linked in to all three of their minds—Sasha, Vellus, and my dad. Something’s wrong.
Agreed, thought Sasha. He darted a look down the hall behind us, then up ahead. I’m going first.
My dad handed Sasha the dart gun as he edged past us. He stole up to the outside door, trying to peer around the edges of the window. As he got close, the door buzzed and clicked unlocked. Sasha reached for the door handle, paused, then flung the door open and led with his dart gun.
A hand shot from the side of the door and grabbed his arm with the gun. Another person—a SWAT guy in full riot gear—grabbed Sasha by his jumpsuit, lifted him off his feet, and slammed him against the door, stunning him.
I yanked Vellus to the side of the hallway, pushing him in front of me to block any bullets that might come my way. My dad quickly tucked behind us. Up ahead, Sasha was wrestling with the two SWAT guys, but losing fast. They forced him to the ground right outside the doorway, and a couple of more SWAT guys swarmed around him, pointing rifles at his head.
He stopped resisting.
Then Vellus’s comm-link squawked. “They want to make an exchange,” Vellus said in a breathless voice over his shoulder. “They want to trade Sasha for me. Then they promise to let you all go.”
The hydrocopter wasn’t even started, so I knew that was a complete lie. As soon as they had Vellus, they would shoot us all. The only question was whether it would be with dart guns or bullets.
Sasha was twenty feet away, pinned to the ground, but I wasn’t sure if he'd overheard Vellus. He seemed to figure it out quickly enough, though, given that he wasn’t already dead. He turned his head to stare right at me.
“Kira!” he shouted. “Don’t let them take me! Please!”
What? I reached out with my mind, but he was outside the shield. I linked to my dad and Vellus instead. We can’t just give them Vellus. If we do, they’re going to kill us all, including Sasha. Or at least take us into custody.
Yes, they will, Vellus thought. I threw a look to him. He shrugged. It’s what I would have done before.
I agree. My dad peered over my shoulder at the door. There has to be another way out of this.
The SWAT guys hauled Sasha to his feet. There was one on each side of him, holding him fast, and two more behind. They were still outside the shield.
“I mean it, Kira!” Sasha called again. “Vellus isn’t worth it! Just give him up!”
Were they jacking him? No, the SWAT guys were all wearing anti-jacker helmets.
Sasha has to know they’ll kill us, I linked to Vellus and my dad. He’s got a plan. I think we should trust him.
My dad nodded.
“Okay,” Vellus said into his comm-link. “Don’t shoot! They’ve agreed to exchange me for the prisoner!”
My dad and I edged forward, still gripping Vellus. My attention was glued to Sasha. He very slightly moved his head side to side. I stopped, pulling Vellus to a halt with me. We were only a dozen feet from the door.
“You, at the door,” I called to the SWAT guys holding Sasha hostage. “Meet us halfway, or no deal.”
They looked at each other, and I heard the comm-link chatter again in Vellus’s ear. “They want you to send me ahead.”
“Halfway or no deal!” I shouted at the SWAT team. We started to move, but slowly. They hesitated, then edged forward. They had to squeeze together to get all three of them through the doorway, but they kept a firm grip on Sasha.
As soon as Sasha was past the shield, I mentally flung myself into his head. What are you thinking?
Dose me, Kira, he thought, his mind racing.
What?
Adrenaline dose me! Now!
I plunged deeper into his mind, going down the levels, searching for his adrenaline center. His mind was so complicated… but I remembered the thread I had found before, raced along it, and dosed him with a massive shot of adrenaline. I yanked back out of his mind because I had finally figured out what he was planning.
As soon as I was free, Sasha grabbed the hands of the two guards holding him, managing to get his fingers on the bare skin of each. Then he jerked backward, shoving them through the doorway and outside the shield so he could access the minds of the other two SWAT members behind him. I had no idea if Sasha could scribe four guards, two without touching, all at the same time, even with the adrenaline, but I wasn’t waiting around to find out.
Run! I linked to my dad and Vellus, hauling them with me as I lurched after Sasha.
We reached the doorway and crossed the shield, stumbling out onto the roof to find all four guards sprawled in the gravel and Sasha lying facedown on top of them.
“Sasha!” I gasped and bent down to him. I heaved him over, but he was staring unseeing up at the bright winter sun. No, no, no… My gaze flitted across his mint-green jumper, but there weren’t any gaping holes, no bright red spots of blood seeping out…
My dad snagged one of the SWAT team’s rifles, and he and Vellus sprinted for the hydrocopter. I linked quickly to my dad. Get the hydrocopter started! Vellus, come help me with Sasha!
Vellus pivoted on his heel to run back to my side while my dad went ahead. I prayed there would be a pilot there since I was pretty sure flying hydrocopters was not one of my dad’s skills in spite of his time in the Navy. I linked in to Sasha’s mind, but it was a tornado of thoughts and images.
Sasha! It was like calling into a hundred-mile wind.
Kira? His thoughts were faint. They bounced around his head like he was lost in a faraway place that held an infinite number of rooms.
Sasha! What’s wrong? How do I fix this? I asked.
Kira…? He was searching for me in the maelstrom, but I couldn’t tell where he was.
The hydrocopter started beating the air into gusty waves that tore at my clothes. Sasha, we need to go!
Vellus was hovering over us. “Help me get him to the hydrocopter!” I shouted over the increasingly noisy blades. Vellus bent down and hoisted Sasha up, bracing his shoulder under Sasha’s arm. I grabbed his other arm and looped it across my shoulders. His prison shoes dragged along the gravelly roof.
Sasha’s head hung, and his body was dead weight. A-va…? Sasha’s thoughts were choppy, like they were being beaten to bits by the wind whipping our faces from the hydrocopter. Or the hurricane in his mind. Either way, it was bad.
Ava’s not here. You need to pull it together, Sasha.
But there was no answer. I searched and searched inside his mind, but it was just floating bits of memories and thoughts. He was splintered into a thousand pieces, and I had no idea how to put him back together again. My heart beat painful thuds against my chest in time with the copter blades. I didn’t know how to fix him, but maybe Ava would. She knew him better than anyone.
The only problem was she might be in no shape to help, either.
Vellus carried Sasha up the five-step ladder into the hydrocopter, and I climbed up after him. My dad helped Vellus lay Sasha out on the plush carpet inside. A pilot peered out of the cockpit, nervously watching us. His anti-jacker helmet lay on the roof at the bottom of the steps where my dad had clearly tossed it out. Vellus was right—the hydrocopter was big and black and looked presidential on the inside, with a dozen white faux-leather seats stretching down the length of it and a gleaming steel-and-glass kitchenette at the entrance. I braced my hand against the cockpit doorway and linked in to the pilot’s head. I would jack him if I had to, but he was afraid, not suicidal. He would take us wherever we wanted to go.
Take us up. I would let him know where we were headed once we were in the air and free of the airspace around the Detention Center.
My dad knelt by Sasha. Vellus took one of the luxurious seats and gazed out the window as we lifted into the air. His grin was unsettling, like he was a small boy on a grand adventure, eager and full of expectation and the thrill of possibility.
It was creepy, but having him on board was probably the only thing that gave us any hope of getting to the water plant in one piece.
The hydrocopter blades beat the air and pummeled our eardrums as they wound up for takeoff. My dad punched the button that closed the hatch door and muffled the sound to a low throbbing. I watched through the cockpit windshield as the roof slid away. We tilted and zoomed across the courtyard. I held my breath until we were out of rifle range, beating a path through the air over the city. The fact that we were putting space between us and the Detention Center seemed nothing short of a miracle.
We would need a couple of more before this was done.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

We were flying low, only a few hundred feet above the rooftops of the city. I linked in to the pilot’s mind, giving him just enough instruction to head him in the right direction: the water pumping station where I was sure Kestrel had gone when he slipped away.
And where I might find Julian lying dead.
My heart twisted, and I tried to focus my thoughts on our goal: stopping Kestrel. If there was anything Julian wouldn’t forgive me for, even in the afterlife, it was failing on this particular mission. The diamond of hate inside me, forged when Vellus had ordered the assault on the water station, had lost some of its bite. Vellus hung on the edge of the faux leather seat next to me, looking down at the rooftops of Jackertown. Chicago’s winter sun had frosted them white, and they were almost too bright to look at. His grin was carefree and boyish, like this was his first hydrocopter ride. The Vellus I loathed had disappeared under Sasha’s touch. I thought it would be difficult to see, but the change was plain on his face and even more obvious in his thoughts. It was impossible to hate him like this, grinning like a fool, off to save the day with us. But if Julian had been hurt in the raid that Vellus ordered, I might end up putting a bullet in the senator anyway.
I would cross that moral dilemma when I came to it.
So, what exactly is Kestrel putting in the water? I asked Vellus. My dad stood near the pilot, watching the airspace in front of us, but he was linked in to Vellus’s head too. It wasn’t like the senator could keep us out, being just a linker, and my dad clearly didn’t trust him.
Genetic inhibitors, Vellus answered, a scowl settling on his face. He’s been working on the serum for years. They will weaken anyone with the jacker gene, reversing the gene expression that was triggered by the hormone change that occurred at adolescence.
So he’s flooding Jackertown with these genetic inhibitors to make jackers easier to control.
Easier to control, yes, he thought. More importantly, they’ll be less likely to rebel against our plans to incarcerate them. We didn’t want them fighting back and us ending up with piles of bodies. If jackers believe their cause is hopeless, it will be easier to gain their compliance.
So these inhibitors mess with their heads too? I asked, confirming my suspicions about my time in Kestrel’s cell. What is it, like some kind of depressant?
No, although I did make a suggestion to mix in an antipsychotic medication. Vellus’s face held no guilt or remorse, as if his prior self were some other person who he had no connection to. Kestrel wouldn’t agree to that; said he didn’t want that getting out into the general population. Then we found that depression was a side effect of the inhibitor anyway. Once the natural gene expressions were reversed, some patients had suicidal tendencies.
Something nagged at me about Kestrel not agreeing, as if he was in charge, not Vellus. More pressing was what Vellus said about the inhibitors breaking loose. The general population? I asked. I thought you were targeting Jackertown.
We are, Vellus thought, then shook his head as if that was an unpleasant thought he could swipe from his mind. Kestrel is. I’m trying to stop him. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince himself or just reminding us. Sasha was right—Vellus’s head was a mess, even after Sasha cleaned it up. Kestrel is targeting Jackertown, but once the inhibitors are in the water, they won’t stop there.
I leaned away from him. What do you mean?
Well, where does the water go after you drink it, Kira? The patronizing drift of his thoughts rubbed me the wrong way, except I only vaguely knew the answer.
In the sewer?
And then?
I don’t know—the lake? All of Chicago New Metro got its water from Lake Michigan, which seemed like a horrible idea, now that I thought about it.
It goes to the treatment plants, my dad offered, and then gets dumped in the Chicago River.
What are you getting at, Vellus?
The treatment plants may remove the inhibitors, Vellus thought. Or they may not. If not, they will eventually end up in the Mississippi River. Pharmaceuticals in the water are notoriously difficult to control. He gave a wry grin as if that was terribly ironic.
The idea was giving me chills. So these inhibitors could spread beyond Chicago New Metro? Which had to be Kestrel’s intention all along. He wasn’t the kind to think small.
Yes, Vellus thought. Which is why Kestrel made sure they were tailored to only affect jackers. And he developed an antidote as well.
An antidote you were planning on keeping for yourself, my dad thought. Which was my thought, too, tasting bitter in my mind. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to shoot Vellus when we were done.
And for Kestrel, Vellus thought simply. And the other jackers left in control, like you, Kira, and your dad, if you had joined us. That really was the plan all along. I always believed you would understand everything in the end. That you would see we were doing the right thing for humanity. He frowned, looking like a young child baffled by a massive conundrum. At least, I thought it was the right thing for mankind before.
I shook my head, suddenly sickened by the whole conversation. I ignored Vellus’s vortex of confusion as he tried to parse out why he was evil before, but not now. That was his problem.
Then an image of a Senate chamber flashed through his mind, and his face lit up. He leaned closer. There’s something else you should know. This plan with the inhibitors in Jackertown—it’s just a trial run. Kestrel had to cut off his experiments earlier than he wanted to, and this was our final test to see if the inhibitors would work on a larger population. If the test worked, then we would expand it to other cities. And eventually the entire country.
You mean all the water, everywhere? It was one thing to try to poison jackers or accidentally have the inhibitors leak out into the regular waterways, but to intentionally poison the water of the entire country? I couldn’t wrap my head around it.
That was the only way to make sure we reached all the hidden jackers as well. Vellus’s face was somber. We had to guarantee that every jacker would be contained.
Guarantee? I asked. To who?
To some very powerful people. For several months now, there have been high-security meetings behind closed doors in the Senate about a “permanent solution” to the threat that jackers pose.
Permanent? I asked, horrified. You mean they’re going to kill us. I had suspected it all along, but to hear Vellus say it sent chills skittering across my body.
Yes. Vellus’s face paled as he realized for the first time that he truly was part of “us.” I meant what I said about the bloodshed and trying to keep it to a minimum. The defense secretary has been pressuring the president for a while to consider military options. So far, the president has resisted, but as the JFA has grown stronger, the military option has gained support in the president’s cabinet and the Senate. I’ve been trying to convince them of other options. Kestrel’s experiment is our last-ditch effort. If the inhibitors work, if the threat of jackers is contained, it would reassure the president and his supporters in the Senate that jackers can be dealt with using incarceration alone. If the experiment fails… the president will likely move forward with a preventative military strike against Jackertown before the JFA becomes too powerful. That's why the National Guard was on standby—not just to fence in Jackertown, but to coordinate the assault in the event the command is given.
They’re simply going to attack us? I asked. How can they possibly justify that? People will be outraged.
No, Kira. Vellus’s shoulders dragged down. They won’t. The public isn’t on the side of jackers, and you played right into the government’s hands by taking the water station.
The truth of his words pulled me back into my seat, the faux-leather sucking me in like a malevolent flower trapping me in its hold. We were already water-terrorists. The feds could justify any action they liked—it wouldn’t be hard to make up a pretext for how Jackertown was a threat to the surrounding suburbs. Any public outrage would come after the fact, after the government had wiped out the JFA.
I swallowed. All along, Julian’s talk of rebellion had been stoking fear in the highest levels of the government. So, if we stop Kestrel, if we keep the inhibitors out of the water, the government is just going to attack Jackertown anyway?
Vellus frowned. I’m afraid so.
My dad’s face was taut with the agony I was feeling. If the feds attack Jackertown, I linked to him, we'll be slaughtered. We won’t stand a chance.
They’ll have a lot less chance with damaged brains, my dad thought.
I gave my dad a small smile. Then we better make sure we’re fully armed. Maybe we couldn’t save the people in Jackertown from imprisonment or death, but we could at least give them a fighting chance by not letting Kestrel weaken them with drugs.
There’s another possibility, Vellus thought. For now, we need to stop Kestrel, or at least get the antidote. Then, once I’m back in the Senate, I can try again to stall the military action. Find another solution besides the inhibitors. It will be difficult… His thoughts wandered to my announcement on the tru-cast about him being a jacker. That might complicate things.
At the very least, they’ll know you’ve been jacked, Vellus.
True, Vellus thought. But they won’t expect the jack to hold once I’m free. I truly have been working all along against the military option, Kira. That won’t be a radical change from my position before.
I leaned forward, propping my elbows on my knees and scrubbing my face with my hands. Were we really doing the right thing, stopping Kestrel? Wouldn’t it be better to have everyone still alive, even if they were damaged by Kestrel’s drugs? Even if they couldn’t jack anymore? It was horrible, but it seemed better than ending up with a bullet to the head like Jameson. Then again, I couldn’t imagine standing by and letting Kestrel poison everyone I loved.
Okay, I linked to my dad and Vellus. No matter what else happens, Vellus, you go back to the Senate and try to come up with another option besides a military strike on Jackertown. If that doesn’t work, the JFA’s going to need every jacker in his right mind to have any hope of surviving. Even as I thought it, our chances appeared bleak at best.
Vellus nodded. Which is why we need to stop Kestrel first.
I agreed, and my dad glanced at the cockpit. The pilot’s thoughts showed we were approaching the water station, so I reached forward, trying to get a heads-up about what was happening on the ground. We could land on the roof, avoiding the legions of National Guard that were milling around outside the pumping station, but getting to Kestrel would be tricky. Assuming he was actually inside.
We were within my range, so I carefully skimmed the minds outside the station. They were all helmeted, so I couldn’t sense if they knew who we were or what had just gone down at the Detention Center. The key would be getting inside the water station quickly, before anyone realized we weren’t supposed to be there. Unfortunately, the shield was back up around the perimeter of the building. I had no idea what was waiting for us inside.
We’ll need to move fast once we land, I linked the thought to Vellus and my dad.
What are we going to do about Sasha? my dad asked.
I bit my lip. I didn’t like leaving Sasha unprotected on the rooftop. He was defenseless until we could find Ava and hopefully fix whatever had gone wrong when he scribed the four SWAT members. But getting Ava up to the rooftop had to be second to stopping Kestrel.
Once we disembark, jack the pilot to lock the hydrocopter, then knock him out. That way, only a jacker will be able to revive him and get to Sasha. Unless they break into the hydrocopter. That will at least slow them down, and we might need a way off the roof when we’re done.
My dad nodded.
We’ll use Vellus as a hostage again, I continued, to get us inside, then work our way to Kestrel.
Maybe I can reason with him, Vellus thought. Convince him that we were wrong all along.
Yeah, I linked, I wouldn’t count on that, but you can try. All you need to do is get us close to him. I didn’t plan on talking to Kestrel. I would prefer shooting him as long as he hadn’t already put the inhibitors in the water. If he had, we would need the antidote, and that might buy Kestrel a little more time to live. Of course, I couldn’t tell Vellus that—his mind was too wide open.
As we hovered over the water station, a voice crackled over the hydrocopter comm. “This is restricted airspace, order of the governor.” They sounded very official. “State your intentions.”
I linked to the pilot. Tell them we’re landing on the roof, and we have Senator Vellus on board.
The pilot relayed my message in a shaky voice, to a noted silence on the other end. We were only fifty feet or so above the roof. It wouldn’t take much for them to bring us down in a fiery wreck, which might or might not damage the water station but would definitely be the end of our plans.
Finally, a flat voice came over the comm. “You are cleared to land.”
The roof seemed to rush up at us, stopping right before we touched down. My dad activated the hydrocopter hatch, and the beating sound of the blades swept in. We walked Vellus down the short steps to the roof, the artificial wind of the blades flapping our hair and clothes and the sun making us squint. I held a gun to Vellus, and my dad was armed with the rifle he had lifted from the SWAT team back at the DC. Vellus put on a good show of being our hostage again, but there was no one on the roof to see it.
My dad reached back to jack the pilot, who closed the hydrocopter hatch behind us.
If I remembered the layout correctly from earlier in the day, the door standing in the middle of the roof led to the third floor of the water station. The roof was shielded, and the electrical buzz from it worked its way through my boots, a slithering itch that was crawling up my legs. Ava had once said that long-term contact with the shield made her throw up, and now wasn’t the time for that. A quick scan of the surrounding buildings showed spots of anti-jacker helmets positioned in all the sniper points where I had placed our own people not long ago, an irony that left me wanting off the rooftop in a hurry.
I held tight to Vellus, my gun clearly to his head, as we inched toward the door. The hydrocopter blades came to a rest with a decaying whine of the engine. A huff of wind curled up over the edges of the roof and buffeted us. No bullets or darts came whizzing from the sniper positions. In fact, the air settled into a dead silence.
My dad yanked the rooftop door open and swept the inside with his rifle. There was no response. Again, complete quiet, which was now ramping up my nerves even more than the vibrations from the roof shielding. We crept across the threshold, barely squeezing through, Vellus in the lead. The disruptor shield buzz drained from my boots, then lifted the small hairs on my arms as we passed through the shielding across the doorway.
It took a moment for my eyes to adjust from the blinding white of the roof to the too-dim third floor where shadowed railings overlooked the giant green pipes below. Now that we were inside the shield, I flung my mind out. Just as I felt, rather than saw, the anti-jacker helmets on the floor with us, a familiar rippling nausea surged through me. Vellus tipped sideways into me, all six-foot-plus weighing me down like an avalanche. He crushed me to the floor, and my dad thumped down heavily next to us.
The nausea still gripped me as boots scuffed the floor. The helmeted Guardsmen skittered out of their hiding places. They had used a thought grenade—my hard head had protected me, but Vellus and my dad had just had their brains electronically scrambled. Of course, the Guardsmen were readers, so they were unaffected even though the thought grenade could reach through their helmets. Vellus’s arm muffled my face, but my gun hand was free of his body. I fired blindly, guided only by my mental reach. A cry, a scrambling noise, and a thud that shook the floor told me I’d hit something. The anti-jacker helmets gave away their positions, so I fired again, the crack of my shot mixing with another cry as my shot went true. I shifted under Vellus’s weight, keeping him between me and the Guardsmen. I counted three helmets. Vellus’s body was probably the only reason they hadn’t fired back.
Peering over Vellus, I saw two of the Guardsmen on the floor, unmoving. I shouted to the third, “Unless you want a dead senator on your hands, you’ll let us pass!”
The third Guardsman crouched behind a big metal tube that stuck out from the wall. He didn’t respond. Was he waiting for backup? They had lured us into this confined space, waiting for us with armed guards and a thought grenade. This must have been their rescue plan for the senator because they thought he was a reader and wouldn’t be affected by the thought grenade. Only it didn’t work the way they expected. That, plus my dead-on aim, was giving the third gunman some pause.
We needed to move now, before he figured out what to try next or reinforcements showed up to help. With Vellus’s mind a scrambled electrical mess it would be near impossible to jack him up to consciousness. What I really needed was an adrenaline med patch. Unless… maybe I could jack deep enough into Vellus’s mind, plunge past those top levels where all the conscious thoughts were an electronic haze, and find a trigger for his own adrenaline to rouse him out of this induced coma.
A scraping of boots sounded from the far side of the room near the door. Reinforcements had arrived. My reach told me there were two of them, one on either side of the door, but my eyes had adjusted enough that I saw their rifles held ready and pointed at me.
I hauled Vellus on top of me for protection and inched back toward the wall, dragging him with me, my gun still held to his head. “Don’t, or I’ll shoot the senator.” Hysteria was climbing up my throat, and sweat was trickling down my back with the effort of dragging Vellus’s two-hundred-pound body. The Guardsmen didn’t move, holding motionless, waiting. I took a breath, braced my back against the wall, and plunged fast and hard into Vellus’s mind.
The swirling electric vortex sucked me deep and spun me around. My stomach lurched. If I hadn’t been jacking so strongly, I would have been stuck in that maelstrom in his mind, but I pushed through to the relatively calmer deep levels. I quickly hunted down the trigger for his adrenaline, dosed him, then hauled myself up out of his mind again. I barely made it out before the electrical storm could sweep me away.
I was panting, but so was Vellus, moaning and slowly coming out of his unconscious state. I cast my mind out, searching the floors below. Maybe the jackers from the assault team were there. I could let them know what I was trying to do; maybe they could help. There was nothing but helmets, some huddled on the bottom floor, some in the control room below us on the second floor. That meant either Kestrel had decided to wear a helmet, or he wasn’t here at all. And the JFA were either gone from the facility or they were dead.
I fought an empty weariness that threatened to pin me to the floor.
Vellus mumbled, then jerked in my arms. “Don’t!” I gripped him around the neck and he froze. I dropped my voice. “You’ve been knocked out. They’re watching us. We’re still following the plan.” He nodded, and I slowly released my hold on his neck. Together we eased up from the floor, my back flat against the wall and Vellus’s body providing plenty of cover. He tried to say something, but his mouth wasn’t working yet, still garbled by the effects of the grenade.
“You!” I called to the third Guardsman. “Hiding behind the tube! Come out! You and your friends by the door are going to go back downstairs where you came from. The senator and I are taking a trip to the second floor.” I nudged Vellus forward, inching toward the open doorway of the room. “If you get too close, I’ll start shooting different parts of the senator’s body.”
We nearly stumbled over my dad’s inert form, and I desperately wanted to check if he was okay, but we had to keep moving. Who knew what would happen to my dad—or Sasha in the hydrocopter—for that matter. I had just one mission, one goal, before a Guardsman managed to put a dart or a bullet in me: stop Kestrel.
The third Guardsman shuffled out of his hiding spot, hands held out, his weapon pointed at the ceiling. He backed toward the door and retreated into the hallway.
The stairs were only a short walk down the hall, and the control room was just one flight down. It felt like an impossible million exposed miles. There was nothing left to do but bluff my way there and hope I could keep the Guardsmen in front of me.
Boots shuffled around the doorway and the rifle tips disappeared. I heard them retreating down the hall. Once Vellus and I were over the threshold, we moved more quickly with me tucked tightly behind him. The scraping of our shoes along the linoleum floor and my own labored breathing magnified a hundredfold in my ears, but my mental reach told me the Guardsmen were adjusting their position, shifting backward as we worked our way down the hall.
We made it to the stairs, but then Vellus’s legs tangled and he nearly went down. I sensed the Guardsmen shift forward again, encroaching up the stairwell toward us.
I quickly jacked into Vellus’s mind. Tell them to back off! His mindfield was still a dizzy vortex from the thought grenade, but less so. The adrenaline must be fighting off the effects, and it was more like linking in to the mind of a demens: nauseating, but tolerable.
“I promise you, she’ll kill me if you shoot!” Vellus clenched the railing with both hands to keep upright. We clambered down the steps, awkward in Vellus’s uncoordinated movements. By the time we reached the bottom, he was a little steadier. The Guardsmen had retreated to the hallway, the bare whisper of them talking into their comm-links carrying over the stillness of the building as if it were collectively holding its breath.
The control room was across the hall, halfway between our stairwell and the one where the Guardsmen were holding their position—the same stairwell I had marched up earlier, that led to the ground-level floor.
We edged out into the hallway, angling so I could see through the open door of the control room. My mental reach showed three figures inside—one pacing a narrow pattern, the other two holding stock-still. They were around the corner of the door, out of sight. Four more helmets in the back office closest to the door were all unmoving. The windows into the office showed nobody inside, but as we crept closer, I saw several pairs of legs lying on the floor.
Bodies. I prayed they were no one I knew, but was certain that they were.
One had a delicate, pale hand, palm up and unmoving on a fan of long blond hair. My view of her head was blocked by the angle of the doorway, but I recognized the cargo pants and the boots the size of a child’s.
Ava.
I had no time for the tears that her name welled up, so I swallowed them down. She was helmeted—it didn’t make any sense. Why would you helmet a dead body? Unless… unless they were alive, just unconscious. Helmeted to keep them from jacking.
I tried to beat back the hope that surged up in my chest. I didn’t have time for that, either.
The pacing figure stopped. It was time to make our play. No sense waiting around for a trigger-happy Guardsman to finally decide he had a good shot on me. Vellus and I shuffled to the threshold of the control room. The Guardsmen hovered at the top of the stairwell.
I clenched the back of Vellus’s shirt and linked in to his mind. I’m going to swing you into the control room with my back to the door frame, I thought. It’s got to be quick, or they might try to take a shot at me. Are you ready?
Ready.
I pulled out of his head before the dizziness got to be too much and quickly pivoted him into the control room. My back was now up against the propped-open door, giving several me inches of door and control-room wall to protect my back from the Guardsmen while Vellus’s tall frame covered my front.
I still held the gun to his head where everyone could see it.
Our sudden entrance into the control room pulled the attention of the helmeted figures. I peered over Vellus’s shoulder, but I could only see two. One was a Guardsman, decked out in a flak jacket and with a rifle now pointed at my head.
The other was Kestrel.
He was ashen but alive. His face was lit with fury and a hyped-up tension that felt like a mirror of what was rippling through my own body. His G-man jacket was gone, and his starched shirt was rumpled, but I could see a corner of the bulletproof vest underneath.
Now I knew to aim for his head.
His attention was drawn back to the manual-interface board on the table in front of him where he was tapping. That’s when I noticed that his other hand held a gun, and it wasn’t pointed at me.
It was pointed at Julian’s head.
My breath caught in my throat. He’s alive. I reached out without thinking, but ran into the helmet on his head. He sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning against the corner of the table, his hands tied behind his back to the metal leg. His head hung down, tilted slightly away from the gun pressed to the back of his neck, and he appeared to be examining the tile floor in front of him. His flak jacket moved in and out with the breaths he drew in through his teeth.
I sucked in a shaky breath, which drew Julian’s gaze to mine. I saw the muscles in his arms flex as he tested the ties binding him. Color quickly darkened in his face. Kestrel pressed the gun harder, forcing Julian’s neck to bend down again.
“Patience, lover boy,” he said. “I don’t want to shoot you just yet.”
Kestrel’s icy voice sent shivers through me. If I was quick and my aim was good, I might be able to shoot him. The Guardsman would probably shoot me in return, or maybe not, with the senator for hostage. But I didn’t know if I could do it, not with Kestrel’s gun to the back of Julian’s head. Besides, if Kestrel had already poisoned the water, it would be for nothing.
I scanned the screens behind him, filled with security images of the water plant, plus control panels and a large schematic of twisting blue lines. Two control panels were lit up green, and I remembered what Julian had said about those: Kestrel was flowing water to both Jackertown and the suburbs. For Kestrel, this had never been just about Jackertown. He wanted the inhibitors to reach jackers in the suburbs from the start. Kestrel’s steely blue gaze bore into me as if his anti-jacker helmet and my hard head were no obstacle to the venom of his hate.
“I told the senator that you weren’t worth the trouble,” Kestrel said. “That you were far too dangerous.”
“Agent Kestrel—” Vellus said.
Kestrel cut him off. “She clearly has you under her control, Senator.” His gaze didn’t waver from me. “Something that will soon come to an end. Just remain calm and everything will be fine.”
Kestrel’s hand flitted across the manual interface pad on the table in front of him. Then I saw it: an unfamiliar tension in Kestrel’s normally cool eyes. The twitch of his cheek. Those told me as much as the screens behind him: he was buying time.
I jacked into the mindware interface of the controls, the metallic taste of the electronics stinging the back of my tongue as I searched for a way to stop whatever Kestrel was doing. Only I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. I randomly flipped switches and pulled up controls, desperate to figure it out. I found a holding tank that Kestrel had set to drain. It was labeled chlorine, but it was disconnected from the main line that dispersed to the suburbs and Jackertown alike. I tried to shut it down, whatever it was, but my interference caused a display to pop up behind Kestrel. He was helmeted, so he couldn’t reach into the mindware to stop me.
Kestrel cursed and motioned to the Guardsmen holding a rifle pointed at my head. “Hit the manual override!” he barked out. The man hesitated, then with his gun still pointed at me, shuffled over to a gray metal panel next to the screens. My link to the mindware interface cut off abruptly. Kestrel stayed at his controls, jabbing in commands so hard the manual board jumped under his fingers.
Vellus was talking again. “Kestrel.” He sounded more like a senator now, more authority in his voice. “You need to stop. We can’t do this, not like we thought. We have to find another way to keep the peace.”
Kestrel’s face was turning purple from his frustration with the controls, but Vellus’s words whipped his gaze back to us. His eyes narrowed at Vellus, then he seemed distracted by something moving on the screens. His mouth fell open. Before I could figure out what he was looking at, he turned back.
Kestrel raised his gun from Julian’s head and fired at us.
Vellus was yanked sideways into the free space of the doorway. My grip on his shirt pulled me into the hall with him, and we fell together to the floor. A second shot rang out and I ducked. I grabbed the front of Vellus’s shirt and wrestled him up to sitting, pulling him close to me for protection. I dragged us both away from the control room and braced my back against the wall just outside the door, hugging Vellus’s body for a shield. The Guardsmen at the end of the hall crept out from their spot at the top of the stairwell.
My gun wavered in their direction. “Stay back!” They drew back into the stairwell, shielded from my shot.
Vellus’s head lolled to the side, and I struggled to keep his six-foot-plus frame upright, propped against me as I sat with my back against the wall.
Kestrel had shot Vellus.
I blinked as my mind wrapped around that idea. I blindly felt the front of Vellus’s shirt. It was slick with wetness, and my hand came away stamped red with blood. Then I saw it trickling down Vellus’s side to the floor in a slow, hiccupping stream. I pressed my hand against his chest, searching for the hole where the bullet had gone in. I had no idea what I was doing, I just wanted to stop the pulsing of blood out of him. I pressed harder. Vellus’s breath came in small gasps.
He tried to turn his head to see me behind him. “It wasn’t supposed—” He stopped to gasp. “—to be like this.”
Vellus’s body shuddered and a sick feeling washed through me. Vellus was shot. Kestrel was poisoning the water and holding a gun to Julian’s head.
We weren’t going to make it after all.




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I stared down the sight of my gun at the Guardsmen lurking by the stairwell.
“I was going to fix it, Kira,” Vellus whispered next to me. “I was going to fix everything.” Gasps pulled the air from his throat faster than the words could come out, making them fade at the end. Then his breath wheezed too softly to form sound. I linked in to his mind.
There were never supposed to be any readers. His thoughts were weak, and one thought-whisper echoed through his rapidly emptying mind. Accident. Then his body shook so badly I could feel it in my bones. His mind became a black hole, sucking me in. I yanked out before I was pulled into that empty space with him.
His body went still next to mine.
The echo of the emptiness of his mind reverberated through me, and my mind clung to his last thoughts. There were never supposed to be any readers. What did that mean? The first mindreaders were triggered by leftover pharmaceuticals in the water, but it wasn’t an accident. More like an environmental disaster that caught us by surprise.
I didn’t understand, but it didn’t matter. In the end, I hadn’t been the one to kill Vellus after all. Even more stunning, I didn’t actually want him to die. He took with him any chance of stopping his friends in the Senate from using their military option to solve the “jacker problem” once and for all. The feds would find some excuse—maybe even Vellus’s death—to attack Jackertown. They could wipe it out with one fast bombing run. It wouldn’t take much to kill us. No matter how strong our minds, they were nothing against bombs and bullets.
Maybe Kestrel, with his plan to poison jackers with his inhibitors, would be able to stop the feds from outright killing everyone. Maybe jackers would all end up in Vellus’s Detention Center, but at least they would be alive.
My gun hand wavered, still pointing at the Guardsmen on the stairs. Despair was a weight dragging on my arm, wanting me to put the gun down. Give up before the Guardsmen decided it was safe to shoot me. Maybe giving up would save Julian, too. My head seemed to float above my body, and a fuzzy fatigue pulled on my eyelids.
Popping sounds, like fireworks on the Fourth of July, went off in the distance.
I blinked my eyes open. The blood leaking out of Vellus was spreading across the floor by my knee. It had slowed to a small, ebbing ooze, presumably because his heart had stopped forcing it to flee from his body. The fireworks cracked again, a rapid string of them, and a thought flitted through my mind that they were somehow connected. Vellus was dead, and the fireworks were celebrating it. Only it was a macabre dance of sounds that were wrong, shifted in time and purpose from where they really belonged.
Shouts, closer now, snapped me out of my fugue.
Someone was downstairs. And they were making a real ruckus. The Guardsmen had disappeared from the top of the stairs, drawn to whatever was happening on the first floor. A scuffle of steps, grunts, and the pop-whoosh sound of dart guns came from downstairs.
Dart guns!
I flung my mental reach to the ground floor, only to find a tight squad of jackers working their way up the stairwell. I swept them quickly—Anna and three of Hinckley’s military converts—then pushed a sweep to the rest of the floor and the grounds outside. Anna had brought dozens of jackers with her, and they were everywhere, swarming the street and running between the stationary helmets of the Guardsmen. She arrived at the top of the stairs and did a quick peek-check around the corner.
Her eyes went wide when she saw me. I finally let my gun arm drop and relaxed my grip on Vellus’s body. The three bulky jackers behind her fanned out to cover the hallway. I waved to Anna with my free hand, not remembering it was covered in blood until her gaze fixated on it. She slowly shuffled down the hall, making sweeps with her rifle. Then someone else peeked around the corner of the stairwell—possibly the last person I expected to see.
“Mom?” Dressed in a flak jacket and JFA gear with her gray hair tied back under her combat helmet, she looked like a strange mixture of PTA mom and revolutionary. The flood of relief I had at seeing her alive was overpowered by a pulse of anger that Anna had brought my mom on an op.
“What in the world, Anna?” I asked, my voice low, when she crouched next to me.
“Your mother insisted on coming,” Anna whispered, pointing with her rifle over my shoulder to the open door. “Is the control room secure? I sense helmets, but they’re not moving.”
I shook my head. “Kestrel’s in there with a Guardsman,” I whispered back. “He’s poisoning the water. I tried to stop him, but he’s got Julian. The other helmets are captured JFA, but they’re all out. My dad’s on the third floor, and Sasha’s on the roof. They need help, but we need to stop Kestrel, or at least not let him escape, but don’t kill him—he’s the only one who has the antidote.”
She nodded and signaled two of her jackers. They stole on silent boots toward the door of the control room. The third stayed back by my mom, who started shuffling toward me, so I motioned her back and quickly linked in to her head. She pushed me back out.
She… pushed me back out.
My mouth hung open. A sly smile crept up on my mom’s face as I brushed her mindbarrier—it was soft like a changeling’s but firmer than a mindreader’s. This time she let me in.
Mom, you… you’re… what the…?
I changed, Kira. When the Fronters attacked you, I don’t know, it was like something was triggered inside me. Of course, I couldn’t help you because they had those helmets on. Xander convinced them that I had been tested and was a mindreader—
“I would be happy to put a bullet in your brother, Ms. Navarro,” Kestrel’s voice cut through my mom’s thoughts. “So I wouldn’t come any closer if I were you.” Anna and her two jackers stood in front of the control room, their rifles pointed inside, holding perfectly still. I struggled out from under Vellus’s body and up from the floor, leaving a bloody smear on the wall as I tried to keep the room from tilting under me. I stumbled toward the door and edged up to the corner.
Kestrel had tipped the table up on end and was crouched behind it, using both the table and Julian as cover. When I appeared in the doorway, Kestrel locked gazes with me. There was a demens sparkle in his eyes. “So, tell me, Kira—did Vellus explain to you about the antidote?”
I didn’t answer him. What was he playing at? I couldn’t imagine Kestrel would tell me where the antidote was if I asked nicely, or even at gunpoint. Julian’s insistent stare captured my attention, then he looked with only his eyes toward the screens. There was a bar graph slowly rising. Julian was telling me to stop Kestrel. But shooting Kestrel would just end up with Julian dead and no antidote.
When I didn’t answer Kestrel’s question, he smirked. “There is no antidote, Kira. There never was. It was a small lie, but one that Vellus needed to hear.”
No antidote. Was Kestrel lying to me or had he lied to Vellus? There was no way for me to know. And why was Kestrel telling me this now? My gaze flicked to the bar graph on the screen again. There was a schematic of a tank next to it, like the chlorine tank Kestrel had been draining before, filling now instead of draining. Filling with the inhibitors was the only logical thing. If the inhibitors were already on their way, he wouldn’t be stalling; Kestrel still needed time for his plan to work.
My mind linked back to my mom, counting on Anna to hear my thoughts in her head. He’s stalling until the poison is all done transferring or whatever. We have to stop him, but with Julian in the way…
If only we could get your mom close to him, Anna's thoughts rang in my mom’s head.
My mom? I asked. What in the world, Anna?
I’m a scribe, sweetie, my mom thought.
My brain stalled out. What? How can that be possible—
“I can understand why you wouldn’t believe me,” Kestrel went on, conversationally, as if my lack of response and look of disbelief were directed at him. “Vellus easily believed the lie. It worked well for both of us. He needed to think he would still have a place of power when it was all done, and I needed him on board with the rest of the plan. But Vellus never understood the truth: that there was never going to be a way out of this. For any of us.”
My mom’s thoughts broke through. Kira, I really am a scribe! When the Fronters let us go, I went to Mr. Trullite for help. I accidentally figured out I could scribe when Mr. Trullite wasn’t as helpful as he could have been. Xander helped me sort through it. She paused. And I’m pretty sure I could do it again, if I can just get close enough—
That’s crazy! I linked. Sasha’s mind had been completely scrambled by his scribing, and he knew what he was doing. My mom was a brand-new changeling. I had no idea how that was possible, but I was sure she knew nothing about how to control her power—
Julian’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Kestrel’s right, Kira. There’s no way out of this for any of us.”
Kestrel hit Julian on the helmet with the grip of his gun. The dull thud sound of it made me flinch. “No one’s asking you, Mr. Navarro.”
Julian’s brilliant blue eyes were still focused on me, peering up from under his bowed head. He wanted us to shoot Kestrel, to not worry about whether he got shot as well, but I couldn’t do it. All this talk, all of it, and the tank on the screen kept filling. When it was done, Kestrel wouldn’t have any reason to stall anymore. Which meant Julian would have no value left as a hostage. When that happened, I had a feeling Kestrel would start shooting people and would keep going until someone stopped him with a bullet.
I have another idea, Anna thought. The thought grenades we used back in Kestrel’s cells, to break out…
They can reach through shields! I thought, relieved and excited at the same time. Which means they’ll reach through Kestrel’s helmet. And they’ll work on him, because he’s a jacker. Do you have some?
Hinckley used to carry one, Anna thought, in case a jacker went rogue, but I can’t find him.
Wait… the Guardsmen… they used one coming in!
I’m on it. I heard Anna’s footsteps flying down the stairs.
I turned my attention back to Kestrel, gripping my gun tighter. “So you’re poisoning the water to stop a war?” I asked, to keep him talking until Anna returned. If she didn’t get back in time, I should shoot Kestrel and hope I could get him before he shot Julian. Only I didn’t know if I could force myself to do it.
“Poison is such a harsh term,” Kestrel said.
 “I didn’t know jackers could go demens, Kestrel, but you’ve proven me wrong.”
He laughed, and it actually sounded lighthearted, like the burden of a hundred years had been finally lifted. “Demens? I’m the only right-thinking one here, Kira. Jackers won’t be destroyed, just weakened. The evil part, the jacking part, carved out of us. Excised. I would have thought you would realize what a good thing that is by now,” he said and waved his hand in the air, “what with all the horrors you’ve seen jackers perpetrate. The only solution is to strip all jackers completely of their abilities, so the balance of power can tilt back to what it was before. That will eliminate the need for war, Kira, something you and your revolutionary friends…” He nudged Julian’s head with his gun, making me twitch. “…don’t seem to understand. But there are so many jackers, more every day. And I had to be sure to get everyone, you see, which was why I had to test it on so many mindreaders as well. Lucky for me, Vellus was all too willing to help. His testing stations have been very useful in expanding the reach of my experiments, not to mention the extra help the Fronters were eager to provide, bringing in new subjects.”
I sucked in a breath. Vellus had said Kestrel had to cut his experiments short, but he had just shifted them to the testing stations. How many people had Kestrel already infected with the genetic inhibitors? My mom had crept up behind me, and I involuntarily glanced at her.
Let me try to get to him, Kira, she thought.
Don’t be demens, Mom, he’ll shoot you. Kestrel peered at her, now that she was visible in the door, like he was trying to figure out who she was. Which I didn’t like at all. The thought grenade will work, I linked to my mom.
What if Anna can’t find one? she asked. Maybe we can bargain with him. If he surrenders, we’ll scribe him but let him live.
I wasn’t entirely sure Kestrel wanted to live, but it was worth a shot.
“Look, Kestrel,” I said, putting on my best game face and glancing at the two jackers still holding rifles pointed at his head. “This isn’t going to end well for you. You have to know that. No one’s letting you walk out of here alive. If you’re lucky,” I said, hooking my thumb over my shoulder at my mom, “we’ll only scribe you and let you live, like Vellus.” Which wasn’t the best point to make, given that Vellus was dead at my feet. Then again, it was Kestrel who shot him, not me.
“You’ll only scribe me? That’s not much of an offer, Kira.” Kestrel flicked a look to my mom and frowned. “Besides, I know your mother is a mindreader.”
“Yeah, well, not anymore.”
“Mindreaders don’t change late in life.” His voice was patronizing. “And your mother is suddenly a scribe? That’s not much of a bluff, Kira.”
“Like I said, getting scribed is only going to happen if you’re lucky,” I said. “If you put the gun down now. Because I guarantee that if you kill Julian every jacker in this building will want you dead. So, what’ll it be, Kestrel? It’s the only offer you’re going to get today.”
He flicked looks between my mother and me, as if trying to figure out a puzzle, but it was pretty simple the way I’d laid it out. My mom had a freaky earnest look, like she was itching to use her new scribing skills on him. Then a strange realization dawned on Kestrel’s face and his mouth fell open. He hastily glanced at the screen, then stabbed at the manual interface on the floor with sudden, jerky movements.
I frowned. “Change of heart, Kestrel?” I checked the screen. What was he doing?
Anna’s footsteps came pattering down the hall and her thoughts filled my mom’s head. I’ve got it! She slipped the tiny, bullet-sized thought grenade into my hand, then hurried back to the top of the stairs. I’ll be out of range, just in case you get taken out too. She leaped down the stairwell steps.
Suddenly, Julian whipped his head back, knocking into Kestrel’s arm and sending the manual-interface board skittering along the floor out of Kestrel’s reach. Kestrel growled and bashed Julian’s helmet with his gun hand. The blow tipped Julian sideways, but he was held upright by the wrist ties. Kestrel brought the gun around to Julian’s neck again. I panicked and slammed the thought grenade against the doorjamb. Nausea ripped through me as everyone crumpled to the floor, including and, most importantly, Kestrel. The shot from his gun, intended for Julian, must have missed, because I heard it ricochet, and a black divot marred the tile floor next to Julian’s feet.
I lurched into the room, leaving the bodies of Anna’s two jackers in the doorway, along with my mom, who had fallen on top of them. My mom, the jacker—if I needed any more proof, there was the fact that she had been taken out by the thought grenade. I stumbled past Julian, who was tipped over sideways, and stepped over Kestrel, the nausea from the thought grenade still pulsing through me. There was a dead Guardsman hidden behind the table. Kestrel must have shot him, too, probably after he shot Vellus.
He really hadn't planned on leaving the water station alive.
The bar graph on the screen had frozen. I nearly tripped over Kestrel’s body on my way to the manual control panel on the side. I flipped the mindware interface back on, jacked in, and verified it: Kestrel had stopped the poison from filling the secondary tank, and it hadn’t been connected to the main line yet.
Trying to weaken jackers everywhere was Kestrel’s life’s work. He never had an antidote, not even for himself. He was crazy, willing to take whatever outcome came of it. He relished it, in some kind of demens atonement, hoping to excise the jacker within him along with everyone else.
So, why, at the last moment, had he stopped it?
I glanced back at my mom. He couldn’t believe that she had changed into a jacker. I couldn’t believe it, either, but it was incontrovertible, what with her lying on the floor with the rest of them. When the Fronters attacked you, I don’t know, it was like something was triggered inside me, my mom’s voice echoed in my mind. She had just left the testing station… where Kestrel had been experimenting with the inhibitors.
I flashed back to the jacker at the Mediation Room: he claimed he was a reader, fresh out of the testing station, too. Then he had run into a JFA patrol and wiped them out. That attack had somehow triggered the change, turning him into an extreme jacker. It was just like my mom, when we were attacked by the Fronters, changing into a scribe. The inhibitors were changing people, under certain conditions, into powerful jackers, even though they were way past the age where it should be possible.
Kestrel was creating jackers, entirely without meaning to.
I looked at him, crumpled on the floor. He must have figured out that something had gone wrong, and that he was about to flood the world with genetic inhibitors that would weaken jackers everywhere… but create newer, more powerful ones out of mindreaders as well. It was the extreme opposite of everything he had worked for. Kestrel knew that the only thing stopping the feds from rolling out their military option was his inhibitors. He was ready to die for his cause; I was sure he would rather have all jackers die with him than run the chance of creating new super jackers.
No wonder he had stopped the inhibitors.
This will eliminate the need for war, Kestrel had said of his grand plan.
I stared at the screen. The inhibitors would weaken jackers who I knew and loved, maybe create the dead spots in their brains that I’d seen too many times as the result of Kestrel’s experiments. I’d already felt the effects myself when I was trapped in his cells, losing my mind to the effects of the drugs. But the inhibitors would also create new jackers, stronger ones. Jackers who might give us a fighting chance in the war that was coming no matter what.
How much of a chance? I glanced at Kestrel passed out on the floor. Enough of a chance that Kestrel was willing to destroy his life’s work to stop it from happening.
This is about fighting to survive. Julian’s words welled up in my mind. But you’ve always known those were the stakes, haven’t you?
Maybe the new jackers would be enough to tip the scales in our favor long enough for us to survive. And we would need every weapon we could get to have any chance at all.
You’re poisoning the water to stop a war. Somehow it didn’t sound so crazy when I said it to myself. I quickly linked in to the mindware interface before I lost my nerve.
I searched for the switch, hesitated, then gave a mental nudge to the pump that stood frozen. It chugged in to operation and I watched the tank fill. When it reached completion, a valve switched and it dumped into the main line. A chill pulsed up and down my body. Fear? Uncertainty? It was too late for any of that now. The genetic inhibitors were on their way to change the balance of the war in a way that Kestrel hadn’t foreseen.
I looked down at Julian, the jacker revolutionary I loved. He had tried to find a way for us to survive, to live, to not be annihilated before the tipping point could be reached. The day he was sure would come, when everyone would eventually turn into a jacker.
You were right after all, Julian, I thought. It was inevitable. Just not the way you imagined.
Anna scurried into the room, just missing the bodies in the doorway, then quickly knelt next to her brother. She checked his pulse, then looked up at me. “Did we stop Kestrel in time?” she asked, scanning the screens and trying to decipher their meaning.
“No,” I lied. We stared at the screens together as the poison raced to fill the waterways of Chicago. I would tell her the truth later.
I just hoped that she and Julian could forgive me.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I lurked like some kind of demens stalker behind the bushes near Raf’s house. If anyone saw me hunkered down in my camouflage-and-black ultralite jacket, they would call the police to come pick up the peeping praver in their neatly manicured suburban yard, and rightfully so. My ability to reach long distances had quickly wasted away under Kestrel’s inhibitors and now, almost a month later, I had to be practically at Raf’s front door to check in on him.
Of course, it was my own fault, having put the inhibitors in the water in the first place. But no one knew that, except me, Julian, and Anna. They had sworn to take the secret to their graves and, eventually, had forgiven me, although Anna broke a few things first. Her reaction made sense—it was Julian’s forgiveness that I still didn’t understand. After all, what I’d done wasn’t something that could ever truly be forgiven.
I had understood that part when I pushed the button.
I shifted my crouch as my muscles protested my hunched position next to the hedge. This would have to be the last time, I told myself. Or I would end up getting caught. And that would be far too embarrassing, even if I could jack my way out of going to jail for peeping.
I brushed Raf’s mind lightly so he wouldn’t detect me. Now that he had turned, his mindbarrier was getting harder—more the firm gel of a jacker changeling than the soft nothingness of a mindreader. His skills were getting stronger too, but they weren’t anything extreme. Just a normal jacker: something that was extraordinary all by itself.
I stayed out of his head and dipped into his mom’s instead. He was jacked in, so I heard his thoughts clearly there. I was lucky he hadn’t mastered his skills enough to sense me.
There are more and more people changing now, Mama, Raf’s thoughts rang in her head.
I know! Her mind was inching up to panic. The world is going to hell in a handbasket.
Whoa. If Mama Santos was swearing, they must have been at it for some time. But Raf was right. The inhibitors were flowing through the watery arteries of the country, and they had worked just as Kestrel had promised and exactly as he had feared at that last moment: normal readers all over Chicago New Metro had been turning into extreme jackers. But no one had expected what came after that. The demens were turning as well, and a large percentage of them had extraordinary abilities. Julian was coming up with new names for them every day.
It’s not as bad as you think. Raf’s lilting Portuguese accent came through in his thoughts, and it pulled at memories buried deep inside me. These are our neighbors, Mama. They’re normal people. They’re just… different now.
Different? You mean evil! his mom thought. It’s like the devil himself has come up and is spawning his children all over the neighborhood!
Raf didn’t answer. So he still hadn’t told her that he had changed. But it was reassuring to hear Raf had found other jackers nearby. He would have someone he could turn to in order to navigate his new skills. Someone who could help him.
Someone who wasn’t me.
The dull ache in my chest made itself known, but I tucked it away. I settled into the dirt next to the bush and swept the neighborhood as far as I could reach, which was actually only as far as Raf’s cranky next-door neighbor. Thankfully, he hadn’t noticed me peeping from the bushes.
A broken white stone poked out of the grass beside me, and I idly picked it up. It had once been round and smooth and whole, but a piece had been chipped off. The jagged part left an interesting shape to it, almost like a heart. I rubbed my thumb over the rough part, the broken part, tempted to keep it. Something to take back with me. Instead, I tossed it back into the grass where it buried itself.
I really needed to not come back here anymore.
Everything was about the future now, as Julian liked to say, and in that future, eventually everyone would be a jacker. The world had gone a little demens—although that term had a new meaning now, with so many of them changing. Healing. It made me wonder if they were meant to be jackers all along, only something had not quite gone right.
There were more questions than answers these days. The world had turned upside down, yet it was strangely calm as everyone felt their way through the change. The threat of war had evaporated like a black cloud that was cleared out by the morning sun. It was one thing to contemplate locking us up, or even killing us, when “us” was a strange group of dangerous people in a small corner of Chicago New Metro. But when “us” was Aunt Mildred, who could suddenly jack into her niece’s mind two states away, or Grandma Jane, who had taken to winning her golf games by mindjack, it forced people to stop and think. And argue and debate and worry. But it had ceased all talk of a war on mindjackers mid-thought.
The tipping point had well and truly been reached.
I wondered if it had felt this way to my great-grandfather, the one who had lived through the first mindreader camps and survived to experience the aftermath when everyone was a reader. Was this sudden absence of strife and fear in the wake of the change what peace felt like?
Yet peace had a cost.
I was luckier than most jackers: my impenetrable mindbarrier was still intact, along with most of my jacking strength, minus the extended reach. I hadn’t shied away from drinking the water, in spite of Julian’s attempts to stop me. It wasn’t like any of us could really escape it; the chemicals weren’t just in the water we drank, but the showers we took, the food we ate, the dishes we washed. Pharmaceuticals in the water are notoriously difficult to control. I understood Vellus’s thoughts better now. 
The way I saw it, I was responsible for everything, and that responsibility came with an obligation to be one of the first affected. It made logical sense, even though Julian had fought against it. I was less sure that Julian would still forgive me once the effects of the inhibitors were fully understood, regardless of his reassurances. But I was one of the few who could reach inside my own head and inspect the contents there, to know exactly what I had done in that split second of time when I had tipped the fate of our world.
I smiled. I should have my head examined for coming here, spying on Raf and selfishly taking time for this one last connection with the past, when there was much more important work for the future that I should be doing in Jackertown. I linked back in to Mama Santos’s mind. It was blank, numbed out of thoughts, just repeating the words that Raf had put into her head, over and over.
I’m a jacker too, Mama.
My breath caught, a surge of emotion I hadn’t expected. He’d told her. Finally. She wasn’t freaking out, at least not yet, still caught in the shock of it.
Good for him.
I pulled out of her head, starting to feel like the praver I appeared to be. I hadn’t realized I was waiting for this moment, but now that it had arrived, I knew I wouldn’t need to come back. I could finally leave behind all that had happened in that before-time: back when Raf was only a mindreader with stolen memories, back when he thought I had jacked him into loving me, back when he had threatened to brand me a jacker.
It was a new world for him now, and he would be fine in it. He didn’t need me anymore.


I was sure Sasha had never imagined the privacy rooms he'd built at the JFA headquarters would be used this way. The jacker sitting next to me on the worn couch bounced her leg and pulled over and over at a thread sticking out of the fabric. Her name was Crystal, she wasn’t much older than a changeling, and she was very nervous. But that was how they all looked in the beginning. It wasn’t easy to trust someone you didn’t know, especially enough to let them into your mind. And it was almost impossible when you had lived through Kestrel’s mental torture experiments.
Something of which I had a firsthand understanding.
“It’s okay,” I said. “Everyone’s nervous the first time. It’s natural.” I kept my voice gentle and soothing, like my mom, when I talked to patients. 
No one feared my mom when she was a mindreader, but now that she was a scribe, people heard a quiet menace carried on the soft velvet tones of her voice. It was really just their fears speaking. My mom was an excellent scribe, precisely because of her gentleness. Only someone with great compassion should be allowed to have that power. Most people didn’t know my mom was a sweet, self-sacrificing person. They thought the power owned the person, turned them. That was probably what people thought of me too. Like Crystal, in front of me, who probably thought I would do irreparable damage once inside her head.
“Primum non nocere,” I said with a small smile, hoping she might understand the Latin. Back when I was still in school, all the mindreaders bound for college had to learn it, but I didn’t know if she was old enough to have taken the classes. I guessed not, by the way she froze as if I had thrown an ancient curse over her in addition to threatening to invade her mind.
“First, do no harm,” I translated, trying to keep that soothing tone. It was something I already believed in from that long-ago time when I'd wished I could read minds, so that I might someday become a doctor. It was strange to be herenow, doing the one thing I never thought I would be able to: healing. I clearly had already caused enough harm, but that just made my commitment even more ironclad to do no more.
“I promise, I will only work on things that are already broken.” I laid a hand on her tapping leg to still it, careful to just touch the part that was covered by her thick wool pants. Touching bare skin had no effect but it made them even more skittish.
“Think of me as someone who can fix what’s in here,” I said, tapping my temple with my other hand, “without having to get out a scalpel or anything scary like that.”
She nodded and flicked a look to my assistant, Anna. She had traded her camouflage for hospital scrubs, but it didn’t help much with the scary, intense look on her face. I was training her to help me, and a small, selfish part of me hoped to win back her respect along the way. It would help with the enormous task ahead if Anna could learn to heal, but we wouldn’t get anywhere if she made the patients more nervous.
“I can send Anna out if it would make you more comfortable,” I said. “She’s only here to observe me, but she can sit in with the next patient.”
Anna wrestled a smile onto her face, but Crystal’s shoulders had already relaxed. That word—patient—seemed to have that effect. I didn’t like to call myself a doctor, but it helped if they pictured me that way: confident, calm, assured that I knew what I was doing. I needed her to trust me. When I dove into my own head, generally speaking, I didn’t get in my own way. But when I was tunneling into the depths of someone else’s mind, all kinds of barriers were thrown up, even when the patient consciously allowed me in. The subconscious was almost like a beast that roiled underneath the conscious mind, and I needed it not to fight me.
The mind was a tricky thing that way.
“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to close my eyes because it helps me concentrate. You can do the same if you would like, but you don’t have to.” I closed my eyes as I spoke and I reached out to Anna. She knew the drill and met me halfway, our mind fields synching up. Look, but don’t touch, I reminded her.
Look, but don’t touch, she echoed back, indicating she was ready.
I pulled her mindfield along, and we slipped into that synchronization where our thoughts became melded like one person. I was dominant, because I had to be, but it was still hard to communicate without using the plural.
“We’re going to reach toward your mind now,” I said to Crystal. “Are you ready?”
“Yes.” Her voice was just a whisper but when we touched her mindbarrier, she let us in.
Very good, Crystal, we thought. You’re doing fine. We’re going to slip below your conscious thoughts now, down deeper in your mind where the damage is so we can fix it. You won’t feel a thing. In fact, you may get bored waiting for us to finish, so try thinking about something that will occupy you. Maybe sing one of those new synchrony songs that are so awful.
We could feel her relax. Humor always helped to lower their defenses, especially the subconscious ones.
All right, we thought. We’ll let you know when we’re finished. Don’t get too bored while we’re gone.
We dove slowly into the deeper levels of her mind. When we were two, it was important not to break the connection while we were so deep in our patient’s mind. Plus, going slow helped us to slip under the patient’s natural defenses. We found the spaghetti mess of threads that tied together all the connections of Crystal’s mind. There were a myriad of them, bewildering to the weaker one of us, but the stronger one knew exactly how to tell them apart.
We can sense the flavor of each, we thought. Like strawberries, this one is pleasure centers, none of our concern. This one…  A nudge sent a vibration down the length of one string, a tiny signal just pinging to show that it was active. It tastes of mint, a memory string. Also not what we are looking for. But these ones that flavor of nothing, these ones are broken. Their function, their flavor, is lost. We will search the string till we find it, the breaking spot.
The stronger of us let the weaker one lead as we traveled the string. We knew that at deeper levels the strings were made of neurons, connecting each one to the next, but at this level, they formed a circuit. Only this live wire had lost its spark of life. We found the break, a sudden end that tasted of death. It wasn’t chalky or burnt or some kind of sulfurous decay. Death tasted like the acrid residue from an electrical fire. It was the flavor of something that used to be living and vibrant, but was now gone. It was a ghost.
This, in the break where death sat, was where we set to work.
I left Anna behind and tunneled deeper for the most detailed work. I microscoped in, but it took a full minute to find a new neuron that would properly connect to the dead end of the broken link. The beautiful part was that, as soon as I did, the brain itself did the rest of the work. Once I reconnected the dead ends to living cells, the brain quickly sought out a connection, like a lightning strike searching for ground. I had to watch for it, backing off as soon as the connection was made.
It hummed with electric life. I smiled.
I drew back until I synced with Anna. We are done with this one now, we thought. Let’s find another. Anna’s focus was intense, and her thoughts approved of the quick progress we were making. I tried to hide how much that approval made me glow, but it was tough with our minds twined together. We pressed on, and after two more repair jobs, we decided Crystal had been waiting long enough, and we should pull out of the depths of her mind before she became too concerned.
When Anna and I pulled completely out of Crystal’s mind, I opened my eyes. “All done for today,” I said in a bare whisper, knowing better than to startle the patient.
She still winced and popped open her eyes.
“It went really well in there.” I gestured to her head, and she raised a hand to touch her temple as if she could feel what we had done. “It may take a few more sessions before you notice the difference, but your mind seems eager to heal itself.” I glanced at Anna, who was wearing a true smile now, and it didn’t even look too scary. I couldn’t help returning it, but I ducked my head and turned to Crystal, using my smile to reassure her. “We hardly had to work at all. I think you’ll be jacking again in no time.”
A small grin crept up on Crystal’s face. I patted her knee and reassured her once or twice more before I left her with Anna, closing the door behind me to let her take her time in deciding when she was ready to leave.
I leaned against the wall between two of the privacy rooms, resting my head back and closing my eyes. It left me tired deep inside, doing the healing work that I alone could do, and I alone was responsible for. It wasn’t so much the focus and the energy, but the tension of making sure I got it right. Primum non nocere. It didn’t help that the patients came in with wild expectations of what I could do based on rumors that had swirled since I had started healing. As much as I pretended to be an expert in front of the patients, I was just a novice. With no one to teach me but myself. The idea that I was training others, like Anna, would be faintly amusing if it wasn’t the only way to reach everyone who needed to be healed.
I had done some minor repair work on my own mind, but my long-distance reach was less important for the work that I most urgently needed to do. I worked mostly with changelings who had suffered damage under Kestrel’s experiments. They had more mental destruction as well as the most potential for healing because their brains were still growing, trying to build new neural pathways to compensate for what Kestrel had done. Like Crystal, whose mind was so responsive to my efforts. But there would be others, many others. An impossibly large number, so I tried not to think about it most days.
I still wished we had scribed Kestrel first and asked questions later. We hadn’t learned nearly enough about his experiments in that short time after the crisis at the water pumping station. The information we had managed to retrieve verified a few things: the inhibitors were truly designed to weaken jackers but not destroy them, Kestrel had been pressured by the formation of the JFA to speed up his experiments, the side effect that turned some readers and almost all the demens into jackers was unexpected, and there truly was no antidote.
There was more information locked in his brain, gleaned from all that experimentation, and we could have learned more, but things were pretty chaotic in the beginning. A contentious debate had raged about whether scribing was the right choice for Kestrel or whether we should put a bullet in him for all his crimes. Unfortunately, he managed to kill himself, ending our debate rather finally. We never quite figured out how he managed it, locked in a room, under heavy guard. Maybe he just hated himself to death, if the thoughts in his head during interrogation were any indication.
In the end, it didn’t matter. Any answers died with him.
I would probably spend the rest of my life trying to fix the damage that he and I had accomplished together. Every time I worked on a changeling, I couldn’t be sure if the damage in their brains was his or mine. On a bad day, I still questioned whether it was the right choice to put the inhibitors in the water. But when I could make those neurons come back to life, I finally felt like I was doing what I was put here on the planet to do.
“I leave you alone for a few minutes,” a voice said, soft and close, “and here you are, slacking on the job.”
I grinned with my eyes still closed, turning toward the sound of Julian’s voice. “Can’t a girl get a moment’s rest without being bossed around by uppity jackers who think they own the place?”
I opened my eyes when I felt him move closer. He slipped an arm around my waist and kissed me quickly on the lips. It was a mere ghost of a kiss, gone before it had even announced its presence. He gave a quick look down the hall to make sure we weren’t putting on a show. As if anyone cared. But Julian was more and more cognizant of how “things looked” these days.
“Afraid someone’s going to see the newly elected senator of the Free Jacker State of Illinois making out in the hall?” I grinned when he flushed, not sure if it was his new title or the public making-out part that made him the most embarrassed. Knowing Julian, probably a little of both. The thirty-year-old age requirement for the US Senate had to be relaxed to allow the nineteen-year-old leader of the JFA in, but then there wasn’t much precedent for many of the things we were doing.
His embarrassment quickly faded, and that intense look commanded his face, the one he had when discussing politics or jacker freedoms. Or sometimes when he looked at me like I was a feast after a hundred-day fast.
He pressed me into the wall with his kiss, holding my cheek with one hand while the other snuck behind and pulled me into him. It welled up the same lightness of being that flooded me every time he kissed me like this. Like I was at exactly the right spot at the right time, and all the universe’s troubles had melted away, leaving only the two of us, fused together. When he released me, it felt like being pried apart. Not just our bodies, but our hearts and minds, even though we rarely mindlinked.
He held me loosely but with restrained power, like a tiger at the limits of its cage. “What does a guy have to do,” he whispered, his words caressing my cheek and floating into my ear, “to get an appointment with you in one of these privacy rooms?”
I smiled, heat running up my neck at his suggestion. I bunched up the starched fabric of his shirt and pushed him away, but without enough strength to actually move him.
“Get in line,” I said. “There are a lot of people ahead of you, mister.” In the strictest sense, Julian would never need to visit my jacker clinic; he was one of the few unaffected by the inhibitor, something I gave thanks for every day. He said it was because his jacking came out of a different part of his brain; all I knew was I wouldn’t have been able to stand it if he was hurt with no way to get into his head to fix it. Julian had forgiven me from the start, but it wasn’t until the effects were known and we had reached the tipping point, that I dared to hope his forgiveness would hold. And even then, if he had been damaged, I would have never forgiven myself.
Julian let me put a tiny distance between us, but no farther. “I know…” He kissed me lightly on the lips. “…the work you do is so important, Kira. It’s holding everything together.” Which wasn’t true. My healing didn’t come close to righting all the wrongs that had been done. It was Julian who held everything together, but that thought was lost when he kissed me again. Then he pulled back and whispered against my lips, “Your ability to heal is making a difference to jackers everywhere.” Another kiss, longer this time. “And I wouldn’t dream of pulling you away from your work, not even for a few minutes, during a short break, in between patients—” Then he couldn’t talk anymore because my hands were tangled in his hair, and our kiss was growing.
If he kept talking like that, I would pull him into a privacy room with me.
A light clearing of a throat behind Julian made us both stumble mid-kiss. Ava stood behind him, trying to hide her smile and look businesslike.
“Julian, you’re on in five minutes.” Her smirk was finally defeated by her pleasant-but-determined executive-assistant demeanor.
When I found out that Ava had suffered the same loss of long-distance viewing that I had, it felt like someone had ripped a chunk out of me with an ax. I wanted to fix her, offered to do it even before I knew that I could. She refused, insisting I help the changelings first. But I needed to fix her more than anyone else—beyond Julian, who thankfully didn’t need my help, and my dad and Xander, who were only weakened and already finding their place in the JFA. Ava finally agreed to let me heal her once I had worked through all the changelings whom Kestrel had experimented on.
Even that would take me years.
Meanwhile, she seemed happy to serve as Julian’s personal assistant, and Julian certainly needed someone to keep all his appointments straight.
“Doing another chat-cast?” I asked Julian and Ava both, wagering that Julian wouldn’t know.
It was Julian who answered. “No,” he said, putting on his serious face. “I’m holo-casting into the Senate floor today. They want an update on the treaty negotiations between Illinois as a Free Jacker State and the federal government. We’re the model for the other states that are considering treaties, so we need to get it right. They also want another report on the effects of the inhibitors.” I finally noticed that Julian was wearing his most-starched high-collared shirt, the one with the boardroom-ready tailoring, along with the trim pants he wore whenever he was doing official business.
I smoothed down the wrinkles that our fevered kiss had pressed into his shirt, feeling a little guilty. “Didn’t you just send a report to them with all our knowledge about Kestrel’s research?” I asked. “What more do they want?”
“They want me to tell them that the inhibitors will only affect Illinois.”
“But that’s not true.” Julian wouldn’t lie to them, especially not about this. “The demens are changing all up and down the Mississippi. What do they think? It’s just happening by accident?”
“No.” He sighed. “Eventually they’ll have to recognize what’s happened. But the less…” He searched for the word, tapping his fingers on his chin. “…threatened they feel in the meantime, the longer we have to build peace while we wait for the effects to be fully felt.”
I nodded. “Sounds like you’ve got it under control.”
Sasha had crept up behind Ava and wrapped his arms around her. “Yes, the senator has everything under control,” Sasha said with more than a little sarcasm. “Unless he’s late, in which case he has to deal with Ava’s wrath. And I wouldn’t recommend that, my friend.”
Ava gave him a dirty look and shrugged him off. The rest of us were trying hard not to smirk.
“Well,” said Julian, “I'd better get going then. If I leave Ava to handhold a bunch of mindreading senators and their assistants, they’ll have her voted into office by lunch and I’ll have to find a new job.”
Ava rolled her eyes and tapped her foot expectantly.
Julian threw me a look full of promise that made me tingle down to my toes. I nudged his shoulder to interrupt that look before it set my face on fire with embarrassment. “Go make your speech, Senator.”
He grinned and turned away with Ava, heading to the main chat-cast room in the back where Hinckley had set up a permanent studio.
Sasha watched them go, then tilted his head toward the door of the privacy room. “How are the rooms working out?”
“Perfect.” I looked him over. I couldn’t see any change in his dark eyes, but then I didn’t really expect to. “How are you?” I asked.
“Never better.”
“I’m serious, Sasha.”
“So am I.”
I stared at him. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe.
“The offer is still open,” I said. “And I’m getting better at the finer-detailed repair work. I’m pretty sure I can do it.” With my mom’s help, Ava had gathered up and brought the scattered bits of Sasha’s mind back into coalescence. Then the inhibitors hit, and in his weakened state, they had a bigger impact than they would have normally. He could still jack, but his scribing ability had been destroyed. At least he could still hover protectively over Ava, and I welcomed that now that she had lost her abilities. But it didn’t seem right for him to lose so much.
“No offense, Kira,” he said with a small smile, “but I don’t want you in my head.”
“No offense taken.” I paused. “It’s just that—”
“Kira.” He pushed up from the wall, suddenly serious. “It’s better to let the monster sleep.”
In the hands of someone lesser, Sasha’s mind could be—and had been in the past—a weapon of mass mental destruction. But Sasha was like my mom: he deserved the power.
“You’re not a monster, Sasha,” I said softly.
“Not anymore.” The smile was back, and he patted the door to the privacy room. “You should go help someone who needs it.”
He brushed past me, and I turned to watch him go. Someday I hoped to convince him to let me fix him, but for now, he seemed to be telling the truth about being happier this way. In the meantime, he was right. There were other people who needed—and wanted—the kind of fixing that I could do.
I took a breath and smoothed down my clothes, trying to drape on the reassuring doctor-persona for my next patient. Another changeling with dead spots in her brain, some of which were put there by Kestrel, some by me. Dead, broken pieces that I was going to stitch back together one by one, making right all the wrongs that had been done before. The inhibitors hadn’t killed any jackers, but they had pushed us into the next era of human evolution.
Only it wasn’t evolution. It never had been.
Accident.
That’s what Vellus called it. A hundred years ago, someone else—like me—had put something in the water that triggered the first wave of mindreaders. Was it an industrial accident? Had the government tried to create mindreaders, then accidentally flushed their experiments down the drain? The cover story—the one that everyone in the world believed—was that it had happened spontaneously, an unforeseen result of our carelessness with the cocktail of all our antidepressants, antipsychotics, and just plain aspirin that we allowed to pollute the water.
What was the truth?
We would never know, just like the people who came after us would never know what really happened that day at the water pumping station. Maybe they would remember that a madman, Kestrel, had poisoned the water and then taken his own life. It was as good a story as any. Or maybe they would come to believe, as Julian had all along, that it was fate, or evolution, or the cosmos telling us that it was time for us to change into something new. After all, jackers had started popping up in the population long before Kestrel brewed up his genetic inhibitors to stop them and accidentally sent us to the tipping point.
I understood the drive Kestrel and Vellus had to put the genie back in the bottle. Who knew what would happen now, what the long-term consequences would be? I certainly didn’t know what the future held, any more than I had before. But one thing I knew for sure: you couldn’t bottle up something once it was set free, whether it was chemicals in the water or people changing into something new.
I put a smile on my face, pushed the door open, and went to see my next patient.



 


I hope you enjoyed reading Kira's story as much as I enjoyed writing it—if so, please consider leaving a review for the trilogy. Reviews are a tremendous help in getting out the word about a story! Readers tend to leave reviews on the first book in a trilogy—which is fantastic!—but reviews on the entire trilogy are greatly appreciated as they help readers decide if they want to continue on.
 

Now that you've finished Mindjack... 
what next? 
 
If you're looking for even more Mindjack... you may enjoy the origin stories of Julian, Sasha, and Raf in Mindjack Origins, as well as a new Mindjack novella from Kira's POV, Keeper.


Each of the boys' novellas tells a formative story from the character's past—when Raf defended Kira from mindreaders she didn't even know were targeting her; how Julian's revolution was nearly killed in its infancy by a strange and powerful jacker; and how Sasha's power really works... and what he went through to tame it. You can buy each of the novellas separately, but for the same price, you can get the collection, which also contains exclusive deleted scenes from Free Souls, published nowhere else! 
 
Keeper takes place between Closed Hearts and Free Souls, at a time when Kira is determined to be part of the second-chance mission to free her fellow mindjackers from Kestrel's secret prison, but Julian believes she's too valuable to risk in the operation. Keeper is the first in a new trilogy of novellas from the girl characters' points of view: Keeper (Kira), Warrior (Anna), and Viewer (Ava). Subscribe to my newsletter to find out when the next ones release! (Oh, and new subscribers get a free short story, too!) 
 
If you're looking for something more dark and gritty... you may enjoy the Debt Collector serial.

 
The first episode is FREE.
 
Watch the Debt Collector trailer on YouTube.
I think of Debt Collector as a kind of grown-up Mindjack, only instead of mindreading and mindjacking, the titular Debt Collectors can suck the life energy from one person and transfer it to another "more deserving" person. It's a chilling future-noir where going into debt risks a lot more than your credit rating. Debt Collector took me by the lapels and forced me to write it—it's intense, sexy, and I may have had a crush on the titular debt collector, Lirium, while I wrote the first season. Because of the dark themes and content, I recommend Debt Collector for ages 17+. Now optioned for VIRTUAL REALITY by Immersive Entertainment.
 

If you're looking for romance, sword fights, and skyships... you may enjoy Third Daughter (The Dharian Affairs #1).

a new steampunk fantasy romance series


The Third Daughter of the Queen wants her birthday to arrive so she'll be free to marry for love, but rumors of a new flying weapon may force her to accept a barbarian prince's proposal for a peace-brokering marriage. Desperate to marry the charming courtesan she loves, Aniri agrees to the prince's proposal as a subterfuge in order to spy on him, find the weapon, and hopefully avoid both war and an arranged marriage to a man she does not love. 
 
Third Daughter is the first book in the The Dharian Affairs Trilogy (Third Daughter, Second Daughter, First Daughter). If you liked the romance subplots in Mindjack, there's more of that in this steampunk-goes-to-Bollywood (Bollypunk!) romance  here. Third Daughter is clean enough for a young adult audience, but it was written for adults.
 
If you're looking for something for the kids... my middle-grade fantasy, Faery Swap, is suitable for ages 8+, for fans of Harry Potter and Artemis Fowl.
 
Warrior faery princes can be very stubborn. 
Especially when they possess your body. 


Watch the Faery Swap trailer on YouTube.
Fourteen-year-old Finn just wants to keep his little sister out of Child Protective Services--an epic challenge with their parentally-missing-in-action dad moving them to England, near the famous Stonehenge rocks. Warrior faery Prince Zaneyr just wants to escape his father's reckless plan to repair the Rift--a catastrophe that ripped the faery realm from Earth 4,000 years ago and set it adrift in an alternate, timeless dimension. When Zaneyr tricks Finn into swapping places, Finn becomes a bodiless soul stuck in the Otherworld, and Zaneyr uses Finn's body to fight off his father's seekers on Earth. Between them, they have two souls and only one body... and both worlds to save before the dimensional window between them slams shut. 
 
Faery Swap is an action and druid-magic filled portal fantasy, told by both a runaway faery prince and the boy he's tricked into taking his place. Parents and Teachers: there is a teacher's guide and card game designed specifically for the book!
Susan’s Other Works
Susan writes speculative fiction all up and down the age spectrum. She's always dreaming up something new, so subscribe to her mailing list to be the first to know what’s up! (Oh, and new subscribers get a free short story, too!) 



Faery Swap
(middle grade)
 
Mindjack Trilogy
(young adult science fiction)
 
 The Dharian Affairs
(steampunk romance)
 
Debt Collector
(adult future-noir)
  
Find all of Susan's works here.

(available in ebook, print, and audio)
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Finishing a trilogy is like completing a book, only more so: more tears, more startling the cat by laughing out loud at your own words, more warm rush of satisfaction when the story reaches its end. With this book, it was particularly important to me to write the ending that the series deserved; I hope my readers will agree that I achieved that goal. And while it is tough to part with characters I love, Kira’s story has been told, and other characters beckon with theirs.
My first thanks go to my readers. Your reviews and facebook posts and chapter-by-chapter tweets as you read the books inspired me and reminded me why I write in the first place. Thank you for your amazing support in spreading the word about the trilogy, something that’s vital for any author, but especially critical for an indie one like me.
Once again, my fantastically talented cover designer, D. Robert Pease, has made a gorgeous package for the book. Thank you, Dale, for lending your artistic talents to my work and for being a great friend as well. Thanks to Anne of Victory Editing for compensating for my severe lack of understanding when it comes to hyphens, as well as my comma abuse. Any errors that remain are mine alone.
My critique partners aren’t just trusted story advisors—they’re fast friends and fellow journeymen and women in this business of creativity. A special thanks to Dianne Salerni for answering my frantic midnight emails with sage, rock-solid advice. Many thanks to Rebecca Carlson, Adam Heine, and Sherrie Petersen for reading that early draft. Someday I’ll send you a manuscript that isn’t wearing a ragged bathrobe with no makeup and bed hair... but then I’d miss out on all your amazing advice. Thanks to Leigh T. Moore, Elle Strauss, Megg Jensen, and Rhiannon Frater for helping fix the stuff that still needed fixing, and much gratitude to Sheryl Hart for fitting me in, copyediting in pieces, and generally being a lifesaver. A tip of the hat to Lenny Lee for letting me borrow his name for a certain police negotiator.
Special thanks to my son Adam Quinn, who takes time from writing his own novels to critique mine—I think your notes are more entertaining than my story! To my sons Sam and Ryan: thanks for wanting to read Mom’s book, even if it has that icky romance stuff in it. And a final thank you to my husband, who still won’t let me dedicate a book to him, even though he deserves it. Maybe if I write a novel about robots, you’ll let me. Oh, wait…



 

 

 



 



 

Susan Kaye Quinn grew up in California, where she wrote snippets of stories and passed them to her friends during class. Her teachers pretended not to notice and only confiscated her notes a couple times. She pursued a bunch of engineering degrees (Aerospace, Mechanical, and Environmental) and worked a lot of geeky jobs, including turns at GE Aircraft Engines, NASA, and NCAR. Now that she writes novels, her business card says "Author and Rocket Scientist" and she doesn't have to sneak her notes anymore.
Which is too bad.
All that engineering comes in handy when dreaming up paranormal powers in future worlds or mixing science with fantasy to conjure slightly plausible inventions. For her stories, of course. Just ignore that stuff in her basement.
Susan writes from the Chicago suburbs with her three boys, two cats, and one husband. Which, it turns out, is exactly as much as she can handle.
 
I love to hear from readers!
 
Like my Facebook Page, follow me on Twitter, or visit my author blog.
 
Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to hear about giveaways and new releases.
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