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    Dedication:  
 
    To avoiding our dystopian future. 
 
    “The greatest tyrannies are always perpetuated in the name of the noblest causes.”  
 
    Thomas Paine  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    A GIRL’S HOPE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve survived demons and defied the Archfiend. I’ve clawed through five levels of hell and survived the fires. I’ll never stop fighting, and I’ll never break.  
 
    I had a real mother once before I was subjected to foster care. She held me, cared for me, and was proud of me. But she died eleven years ago when I was six. My memories of her are only fleeting whispers in dreams.  
 
    The years of one foster home hell after another have shaped me. My skin has become like iron, my will unbreakable, but my confidence has melted, and my anxiety dominates. For a long time, I dragged through life, trying to figure out how to eat and survive.  
 
    After a run-in with the law, I knew I needed a better way. My solution was coding, and now it’s my entire life. I went from long days and late nights of driven studies at age nine to winning the NIA hacking challenge at ten. At eleven, I designed a life-changing program, but I shouldn’t talk about that. And for the last six years, I’ve learned and practiced relentlessly, constantly striving for perfection.  
 
    I went from a half-starved wraith, wearing stained hand-me-downs, to a healthy teen with an elite reputation on the mesh-site, Progs. I have hundreds of royalty generating applications now. When I move out in a year, I’ll be able to support myself, use my resources to improve the foster care system, and hopefully, make some real friends. Maybe I’ll even find love.   
 
    My life improved even more when, six months ago, I moved in with my kind and caring foster mother, Barbra. She cooks delicious meals, talks to me, and plays games. She even has me considering opening up to her, even though I haven’t had a real human connection in years.  
 
    A loud pop and flash draws my gaze out the bedroom window to the sunny, tree-lined streets. I smile at the excited kids, too young or sheltered to be scared of the world yet. They wave New American flags and set off fireworks, too eager to wait for the night’s celebrations. I shift my position on the bed and adjust my black dress, the first new one I’ve had in…maybe ever. Barbra wanted to celebrate our first Freedom Day with style. It’s another positive on the unexpected and growing list of them.  
 
    “Fae? Are you asleep?” asks Sunny, my best friend, who happens to be a three-foot-tall humanoid robot.  
 
    I pull myself from my musings with a shake of my head, my dark curls whipping around. “Is this another one of your jokes? I know your sensory data would tell you if I’m asleep.” 
 
    His glowing green mouth stretches into a grin as he shrugs. “You’re distracted. You were going to tell me what a blockchain is and about your foster care blockchain idea.” The humanlike inflection in his slightly robotic voice indicates his genuine interest.   
 
    “A blockchain is a distributed ledger for decentralized data storage. It requires no third party. Because of that, administrative costs could be decreased to make foster care more efficient. You could even automate the financial jobs if you integrate a cryptocurrency into the blockchain. That way, foster parents will be paid directly, and children can be paid a stipend.” 
 
     Sunny pushes aside some gears and wires as he works on some mechanical invention he’s making. “That would have allowed you to buy food.” 
 
    “Right. Even though I figured out a way, I went through some rough years.” 
 
    He sparks the soldering gun he recently installed in himself and attaches a computer panel to whatever he’s building. “What would you use the saved money on?” 
 
    “Maybe give more to parents to get better applicants. Or you could put more into the vetting and training process.” 
 
    “You could also allow foster children to rate their parents on the blockchain,” he says. 
 
    He’s so clever. Despite his eleven-year-old body, his mind is only six years old and still developing. “That would be great. Low ratings would get them investigated, and several low ratings would get them dismissed.” 
 
    He solders some wires as he nods. “That would have saved you much trouble.” 
 
    Sure would have. “It will take a while to program the entire blockchain and devise the rest of the framework, but it will be the best. Then no one will have to go through what I did.” 
 
    I want to think more about it, but my current concern assaults my mind like an invading malware. Do I help my friend?  
 
    I glance at my quantum-link, the half-quantum, half-conventional computer on my wrist, and feel the pull of my game, Silent City, my other hobby. I wish I could join the imaginary world. It would be a quick escape, but then I’d be no closer to deciding.  
 
    “Fae,” I hear Sunny say. He waggles his little humanlike fingers at me.  
 
    I clear my head. “Yeah?” 
 
    Sunny pushes aside some gears and wires as he retracts his soldering gun. “Look, I built a little friend. It’s like me.” He lifts a six-inch chrome robot. “Its arms and legs are proportional to mine, and its eyes light up. And watch….” 
 
    He puts down a tiny robot, and it jogs around the carpet toward my old q-links on my bookshelf. My stomach tightens even though they’re outdated.  
 
    Sunny, always perceptive, notices my concern and motions his hand. The mini replica turns and jogs back to him. “What do you have to say, Rice?” 
 
    Rice? “What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “You like rice. Don’t interrupt,” says Sunny as he motions to his creation.  
 
    The little robot rotates to me and says, “Take me to your leader,” in an exact copy of my voice.  
 
    Diablo. That’s creepy…but impressive. “There is no one else like you, Sunny.”  
 
    He smiles. “Nor you, Fae. Why have you been distracted lately? You made rare errors the last time you played Silent City.” 
 
    My concerns settle back around me, darkening my mood. It’s time to face reality. I need to decide if I’m going to help my friend, Blaze. Maybe I can ask Barbra. “Do you think I can trust her?” 
 
    Sunny looks down at his robot. “What an unusual question.” 
 
    “Not your robot. I thought you were smarter than that.” 
 
    “Only as smart as you made me.” 
 
    My eyes go wide, and I look toward the door. “Shhh. Don’t ever talk about that.” 
 
    He looks away. “Sorry, but I am grateful.” He puts his robot and other parts into his backpack, takes out his gray, stuffed seal, Bean, and climbs onto the bed with his extendable arms.  
 
    I smile despite my difficult decision. “How come you still carry Bean?”  
 
    He holds his seal tighter as he shimmies over to me. “Why don’t you carry Qubit anymore?” 
 
    I glance at my stuffed bear. “The trials I’ve been through have aged me.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter.” I turn to gaze into the corner, then pull my knees up and rest on them. Should I trust Barbra? She’s been kind and seems to care about me.  
 
    But I’ve seen what can go wrong when you trust someone. I can’t even believe I’m thinking about it. Trust. The word makes my stomach turn as I remember all the times it has failed me. But what choice do I have now? 
 
    Sunny puts his hand on mine. “You seem unhappy.” 
 
    I tilt my head to look at him. “No. I’m—” 
 
    “Fae? Did you hear that?” my foster mother, Barbra, calls from the kitchen.  
 
    “What?” I yell back. “The fireworks?” 
 
    “No. Never mind, but if you hear anything, let me know.” 
 
    That’s weird. “Okay.” I turn back to Sunny. “So…” 
 
    “Yes?” he asks. 
 
    “Do you think I can trust Barbra?” 
 
    He looks back, his glowing green eyes unblinking. “How does one determine that?” 
 
    “Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t have the emotional intuition you have, but maybe I can still help. Let’s analyze the situation.” 
 
    “I can always count on you.” 
 
    “You’ve wanted to be close to someone for as long as I’ve been alive…someone human, that is.” 
 
    I want it more than anything. “People are like another species to me.”  
 
    “You’ve been spending more time with Barbra, and it seems positive. Just because you’ve had negative experiences in the past doesn’t mean they will continue.” 
 
     Negative. That’s an understatement. “Don’t get overly logical.” 
 
    “I was simply stating something accurate and important,” he says. 
 
    “Always very accurate. Almost robot-like.” 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    “I need to figure this out soon,” I say, then sigh. 
 
    “You should take your time until you have enough data to make a decision.” 
 
    My stomach twists. “I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “You’re only seventeen. You should have another—” 
 
    I huff. “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you were clearer.” 
 
    My friend Blaze’s plea for help slams back into my brain, like a hammer pounding a nail. I slump forward with the weight of it. Too many questions. Too much pressure. “Just watch this game footage.” 
 
    “You play a game?”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’re funny.”  
 
    “It seems as though my research of humor is paying off.” 
 
    I glance at my quantum-link and tell it, “Chim, access saved game footage 458.” 
 
    Holographic 3D buildings in varying states of ruin materialize between crumbling streets and sidewalks interspersed with trees. My tall, powerfully built avatar stands next to Blaze, my second in command. A bright green headband holds back her wavy dark hair, and an assault rifle is holstered on her back.  
 
    She looks at me, then away. Her full lips open and close, and then open again. “So…” 
 
    My avatar looks at the ground, saying nothing. 
 
    “We’ve had a lot of fun this last year,” she says. 
 
    My avatar nods. “We’re a good team.” 
 
    Blaze cracks a smile. “Remember that time you tricked RavenSuns into running back to their base just as they were about to win?” 
 
    “Fake heat signatures. It never gets old.” 
 
    “You saved me from de-leveling and losing my gear. That would’ve been cracked,” says Blaze. 
 
    “You’ve saved me enough times.” 
 
    She smiles, but then lowers her head and purses her lips. “I need something from you.” 
 
    My avatar squints at her. “Are you trying to trade for my K10 laser again? You know it’s my favorite. Now, if you’re interested in my Orion flame thrower, we can talk.” 
 
    She shakes her head, looking uncertain. “Not that. I need something out of game.” 
 
    I remember my stomach tightening at the words.  
 
    “I hate to bring you into this, but I’m in trouble.”  
 
    My avatar stands there, firm and strong, but I suddenly feel shaky.  
 
    “Let’s go to a private room where we can talk,” she says. 
 
    Seconds later, we materialize next to the expensive-looking oak desk in my virtual office at our guild headquarters.  
 
    She fidgets with her headband.  
 
    “I know we haven’t talked much about our personal lives, but we’ve talked every day for a year, and I feel like we’ve become good friends.” 
 
    I wasn’t as sure, but the suggestion warmed my heart. “I love our time in-game, and no one has more programming tips than you.”  
 
    Her holographic face lights up, then dims a second later. “I…” she says but hesitates.  
 
    My avatar taps nervously on her arm.  
 
    “I recently went through something…it was terrible. It’s why I haven’t been in-game lately. I…want to tell you, but I can’t relive the details right now. I’m in a bad spot because of it. I lost my home and income, and I have medical bills to pay.” 
 
    My heart wrenches again from the anguish in her voice. I know what it’s like.  
 
    “Now, you don’t have to help me. I don’t want to bring you into trouble, but I need you for a hack. It’s the only way I’ll survive.” 
 
    My stomach twists at hearing the words again. Do I help her or not?  
 
    “You’re the legendary hacker, Blaze. You taught me tons in the last year. Why would you need me?” my avatar asks. 
 
    She looks down. “It’s embarrassing, but I don’t program in SAS, and part of the attack needs that code. I know you can do it. This is risky for me, and if you don’t help, I might fail, but I’ll try anyway. If it helps you decide, my plan won’t hurt anyone. I would never do that. I don’t want to pressure you, and if you decide not to help, I’ll understand. It’s on in one week.” 
 
    My avatar starts to open her mouth, and I remember not knowing what to say. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer now. Just think about it.” 
 
    The hologram fades away. 
 
    I turn to Sunny. “You were in sleep mode when she asked me. I know you didn’t want me to hack anymore, so I didn’t want to bring it up.”  
 
    “Still, you’ve done it many times since I told you it was risky,” he says. “Why not just help her?” 
 
    I swallow. “I did something else you missed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was an impulsive hack,” I say, feeling sick at the memory. “I didn’t even think it would work, but it went badly.” 
 
    “Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t seem like it,” I say.  
 
    “Then what happened?”  
 
    I shiver at the memory. I swear I’ll make amends someday. “I don’t want to get into that now, but I don’t want to hack anymore.” 
 
    “What’s the problem then? Just don’t help her.” 
 
    I sigh again. “It’s not that easy. You heard her. She’s in bad shape.” 
 
    “So you want to help her?” asks Sunny. 
 
    “Yes, in a way.” 
 
    “You seem confused.” 
 
    I stand and pace around my small bedroom, dragging my bare feet on the high carpet. “I am. I don’t want to hack, but Blaze needs me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should do it. You’re too important.” 
 
    I run a hand over my face. “Thanks, but I can’t decide that easily.” 
 
    “I wonder what happened to her?” he asks. 
 
    “Who knows, but it sounded bad.”  
 
    “Is she your good friend like she said?” 
 
    “She’s something, for sure. We’ve been on a thousand missions together. She’s taught me tons of programming and hacking tricks. Plus, we talk every day about our gaming exploits. She’s like a friend, and I call her one, but I’m not sure if it’s true. We never even met in person, and you know my second law.” 
 
    “Then why consider trusting your foster mother? That would also break the law.” 
 
    He’s right. I drop back onto the bed. Sunny bounces and falls to his side.  
 
    “Oops, sorry.” I reach out to help him up.  
 
    A static shock jolts my hand, and I jerk it back. Oww. 
 
    “You always drag your feet and shock yourself,” he says. “But we should get back to Barbra and the second law…”  
 
    I sigh, preferring the temporary distraction. “You’re right,” I say, pulling at my shirt. “I created the law for a reason, but she’s not like my other foster demons. She treats me as well as my real mother did.” 
 
    “You always speak highly of your mother. I wish I could have met her.” 
 
    “She was everything to me. The only person who ever cared. You would have loved her. Can you get me my dad’s letter?” 
 
    A small compartment on the side of his chest opens, and he hands me an envelope. I open it and take out my mom’s picture, the only picture I’ve ever had a physical copy of. I smile at the image of her in front of our red and blue family home. I keep the side with my father on it folded over. I never knew him, but I definitely don’t like him.  
 
    “You think Barbra could be like your mother?” he asks.  
 
    The thought of it sounds crazy. I’ve wanted someone in my life for years but never thought it could be possible. “I don’t know. I’m going to have to feel it out.” 
 
    His glowing green mouth dips down. “So you’ll use intuition to decide? I can’t help you then. I’m not human.” 
 
    I know he can’t get upset, but it seems like he does whenever he talks about not being human. “You’re just as human to me.” 
 
    “Then why do you always say you want a human connection?” he asks, his frown still present.  
 
    Oops. “I’m sorry, Sunny. You’re everything to me.” 
 
    I drag myself off the bed, the stress sapping my energy, and hold out my hand to him. He accepts, then hops off the bed, his stuffed animal, Bean, still in his other arm.  
 
    I rummage through my messenger bag, moving my steel water bottle aside to find a letter. I stuff it into my pocket. “Come on.”  
 
    Sun streams in through the skylights, illuminating Barbra’s many oil paintings adorning the walls. My eye catches the large rendition of Samuel Adams in his colonial clothes. He holds the New American flag in one hand and the new constitution in the other.  
 
    Red, white, and blue streamers crisscross the kitchen, and a flag hangs from a pole. The smell of frying potatoes and vegetables fills my nose. The morning news chatters in the background as holograms project from Barbra’s old q-link that lies on the counter. The decorations are new, but the smell of delicious food and the morning news are mainstays.  
 
    Barbra is at the door checking the locks, something she started doing more often lately. She turns around, and her standard affectionate smile makes her chubby cheeks puff out. The bags under her eyes are even darker today, though. “Happy Freedom Day, Sweetheart. Can you believe it’s been eighty years since the 2040 revolution?” she asks, her voice muffled from the flu. 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    Barbra stumbles, looking like she’ll topple over. I dart to her side and stabilize her.  
 
    “I’m fine. I’ve just been a little dizzy.” She hugs me. Her lavender and citrus perfume stays behind as she releases me. 
 
    Her hugs used to feel suffocating, but over the months, that has changed. Now, I find myself breathing instead of holding my breath.  
 
    She studies me. “You’re so beautiful with those big brown eyes and that copper skin.” 
 
    I wave away the compliment.  
 
    “Your parents must have been quite the pair. What was their ancestry?”  
 
    “My mom was Dominican. I have no idea what my dad was.”  
 
    “Dominican. That’s what I see in you.” She brushes her long bangs from her eyes and stirs the sizzling potatoes. “I’m making extra breakfast since it’s a holiday…and to fatten you up.” 
 
    I look at my bony wrists, then grimace as my eyes land on the knotted burn scar. Barbra glances at it but says nothing since I’ve told her I don’t want to talk about it.  
 
    “What do you think about my decorations? If I didn’t have this darned flu, I would have done more.” 
 
    I look around the festive room again. How much more decorative could it get? “They look great.” 
 
    “According to the news, the flu is really spreading this year. I even got the flu shot. Can you believe it?”  
 
    Even though I never get sick, I tuck my hands into my pockets.  
 
    Barbra shrugs. “What are you going to do? Ooo, we should watch fireworks from the roof tonight.” 
 
    It would be the first time in years that I’ve celebrated anything. “Sure. You’re feeling well enough?”  
 
    “I’ll lie down for a while after we eat. I’ll be just fine,” she says, then adds egg substitute to the home fries.  
 
    Barbra’s q-link emits a familiar electronic jingle. “Do do do. Evo, the next stage of evolution.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at the holograms floating above it. Looks like they have a new commercial.  
 
    An older woman with crow’s feet glances at her wedding ring, then frowns at a balding man with a round stomach.  
 
    “Unhappy with your partner’s declining appearance?” asks a disembodied male voice.  
 
    The couple nods. 
 
    With the Evo’s augmented reality program, everyone is attractive.” 
 
    The woman’s wrinkles vanish, and the blonde in her hair chases away the gray. The man’s stomach flattens, and his hair fills in. They smile at each other. The image fades as he leans in to kiss his upgraded lady.  
 
    Another scene appears. A man in a crumpled business suit sits at a cubical and sighs.  
 
    “Does your job have you burned out?” 
 
    The businessman nods.  
 
    “With the Evo’s direct brain link, you can learn anything instantly, communicate telepathically, and finish your work in a quarter of the time.” 
 
    The scene fades to another with the businessman leaning back in his chair, his feet on his desk.  
 
    A hologram of a man opening a package appears. He pulls out a thin, half-centimeter device with a huge smile. Seconds later, he holds the device to his temple, and it disappears into his head.  
 
    “The Evo installs in seconds, and you can easily uninstall anytime you like,” the narrator says. “Upgrade your brain in the next stage of evolution with the Xyphotech Evo. It’s the only unhackable brain implant in existence. No credit, bad credit, no problem. And now, with the twenty percent discount, the Evo is affordable for your entire family.” 
 
    A hologram of a well-dressed mother and two young boys appears in the air. They’re sitting in what looks like a tech mogul’s mansion and smiling at each other as if they just won the lottery.  
 
    “Think smarter, faster, better. Evo: the next stage of evolution.” 
 
    I shake my head, my eyes narrowed. “You can watch the news directly inside your brain with your Evo, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” says Barbra. “I’m just used to this. Did you get to see my Navin painting? I did a lot last night.” 
 
    I don’t know why she likes the dead revolutionary so much. Are things even better now than they used to be? “I’ll check it out.” 
 
    “He was so handsome, and I’m doing him justice,” she says with a big grin. “I’m excited to finish it now that I have the time after leaving my job at Fort Stroudsburg.” 
 
    It’s weird that she left her job. She always talked about how much she loved contributing to our great country. “How come you quit? I thought you loved being an analyst.” 
 
    She stares off for a moment. “I realized what’s important in life. It’s not a job or an obligation, it’s health and happiness. And you just hear so many distressing things being an analyst. Plus, now I can spend more time with you before getting a new job.” 
 
    That’s nice of her. 
 
    “Luckily, since I have the Evo now,” she says, pointing to her temple, “I can get a job anywhere. It’s strange to be one of the evolved. Even President Toscano and VP Garza are norms.” 
 
    I look down to hide my distaste. I’m sure they’d become evolved if allowed.  
 
    Sunny hugs my leg. He knows how much I hate the Evo. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” says Barbra. “I know you don’t have one. You know, they’re cheap now. I could get you one.” 
 
    I shake my head more violently than necessary. If she only knew what happened to me, she’d never talk about it. I’ll always remember when my dying mother made me swear never to upgrade. I was only six, but I take the pledge as seriously as ever.  
 
    As if I didn’t have enough of a reason to hate it, it allows for programming speeds of up to eighty percent faster than q-links. I’m fast, but I can’t even imagine how good I’d be with that increase. Not fair.  
 
    She covers a sneeze. “If you change your mind, tell me. I know how much you like to program.”  
 
    The teakettle whistles and Barbra jumps, looking startled. She grabs it and turns it off. 
 
    The holographic newscaster appears again. “And now, an update on the unfortunate NIA spy blimp crash at a Stroudsburg, PA wedding reception, which left the groom dead and the bride injured.” 
 
    My stomach sinks, and I feel queasy. I don’t want to watch this again, but I can’t turn away.  
 
    “After a two-week investigation, the crash was ruled an accident. The blimp driver, who escaped with minor injuries, claims to have lost control because the bride’s father possessed him. Investigators believe that the father’s protest against the National Intelligence Agency’s presence may have distracted the driver,” says the newscaster. 
 
    My eyes widen at the possession remark.  
 
    The newscaster continues, “The driver is being charged with manslaughter and has pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity. Here’s the footage.” 
 
    A hologram of the wedding reception materializes above Barbra’s q-link. A powerful-looking Indian man with a full, graying beard shouts at an NIA blimp with other guests. Suddenly, the blimp accelerates and veers into the crowd. Men in suits and women in gowns scatter. The bride trips on her dress, and the groom runs to help her. The blimp crashes into them. 
 
    “The bride’s father left us with this quote,” says the newscaster.  
 
    The camera zooms into the horrified look of the gray-bearded protest leader. “The fourth amendment prohibits the government from limiting our right to privacy. The NIA blimp program is a violation of this right. It’s unforgivable that it led to my daughter’s injuries and her husband’s death. The rule that people can’t sue the NIA is absurd. There will be no justice for this.” 
 
    I’ve hated the NIA ever since my mother told me what they did. Or, at least, since I realized what it meant for her. But now, I hate them twice as much for disrupting that wedding.  
 
    When the father of the bride’s protest went live on local news, I remember being so angry that they’d ruin someone’s fairytale day. I imagined myself at the wedding, somehow lucky enough to be getting married. I would have been furious at those devils. Now, a man is dead.  
 
    I grab my stomach, feeling even sicker. Sunny frowns up at me and clutches my other hand.  
 
    The image of the reception disappears and is replaced by a blonde news anchor with unnaturally plump lips.  
 
    “Director Tempton of the NIA has left us with this statement, ‘The use of blimps for surveillance has been ruled constitutional. Although we mourn the loss of life, the NIA protects your children from the ever-present threat of missile strikes from the Republic of South America. We all must remain vigilant for our loved ones. Surveillance saves lives.’” 
 
    “Up next,” says Barbra’s q-link, “President Toscano’s Freedom Day speech.” 
 
    I turn to Barbra, considering what to say to see if I can trust her. The demonic image of my first foster father, the Archfiend, creeps into my mind.  
 
    A shiver runs through me.  
 
    I force away the memory. Something smaller. Maybe something about my mother…yeah. “Barb—” 
 
    “Hold on,” she says. “Can you check the door locks? I want to see this.” 
 
    I frown. Paranoid much? I go to check the back door, and Sunny follows me. It’s still locked. Next to the door, a baseball bat is propped against the wall. 
 
    That’s new.  
 
    “Just be careful with the carpet. I just cleaned them.” 
 
    I laugh to myself. She cleans them like every four days.  
 
    Next to the bat, at Barbra’s painting station, is a huge, mostly finished portrait that rests on an easel. Barbra has been working on it sparingly for the last six months, but as she said, she made good progress last night.  
 
    I admire the realism of Navin’s partially finished face and his pet raven, Ron Paul. I take a moment to appreciate her work, then leave for the kitchen. 
 
    “In this year 2120, we are blessed to live in the freest country in the world,” says President Toscano on the news.  
 
    The audience cheers.  
 
    Her sharp features and animated hand motions make her look like a natural leader. Her skin is smooth like someone in their thirties despite being in her forties. Vice President Garza stands to her right, his dark eyes fixed proudly on her.  
 
    President Toscano smiles as she waits for the applause to die down. “Today, we celebrate the Great American Revolution where General Navin Briggs and other patriots saved fathers, mothers, and children from oppression and corruption. We now have unprecedented freedom, gold-backed money, and our median income is higher in real terms than ever before. We have learned the importance of antitrust laws, political spending limits, lobbying bans, and competition for a free and prosperous society. We have almost no corruption because of our small transparent government, strong whistleblower policies, and watchdog agencies. And we’ve had zero armed conflicts since the revolution.  
 
    “Like all nations, we have challenges. The Republic of South America has made great strides in computing and technology, rivaling our very own Xyphotech. But our Evo is superior to their Eletron, just as we are the superior nation. We will overcome these challenges thoroughly but peacefully and usher in our next great era.   
 
    “Through our remembrance of General Briggs and the new stronger constitution he brought us, we remain free and prosperous. Happy Freedom Day, everyone!” 
 
    The view pans out to a vast audience of excited people who clap and cheer.  
 
    Barbra whistles in celebration. “Freedom! Toscano is wonderful. She’s really stayed true to our traditions of liberty and limited government, especially since she’s critical of the NIA. Garza’s tech trade war with the RSA is going to hurt everyone, though.” 
 
    I nod to her. I never listened to one of the president’s talks before and cheated my way through American History. I suppose it must be much better for people now, but why didn’t they fix foster care? 
 
    Maybe they weren’t capable. Looks like it’s up to me.  
 
    I return to the living room to do some programming. “Chim, activate sub-routine two-hundred-ten and lines thirty through fifty of protocol B.”  
 
    Lines of code and graphical interfaces rise as holograms from my q-link.  
 
    “Programming your blockchain?” asks Sunny. 
 
    “You know it,” I say, then continue rattling off predefined command words, which build lines of code.  
 
    Holograms zip around as my fingers and hand fly through the motions of moving, deleting, duplicating, and altering snippets of code. I use an enhanced coding program of my own creation, designed to make the process even faster. I quickly compile various sections, and the general framework of my blockchain begins to form.  
 
    “Boy, do your fingers move fast,” Barbra says behind me.  
 
    I flinch and look back. “Do they?” I ask, with a nervous laugh.  
 
    She shakes her head fondly. “You don’t even know how special you are.” 
 
    I look down as a smile tugs at my lips.  
 
    “Well, breakfast is ready.” 
 
    I accept the warm plate from her, and the aroma makes my stomach growl.  
 
    With a knowing look, Barbra takes the plate back to heap more food on it. “I hear you talking to your Foster Buddy all the time. You know I’m here to listen. I mean, if you’d like a human ear now and then.” 
 
    I sit at my usual place, where a steaming cup of tea waits. What she doesn’t realize is that I talk to her more than any person in the last eleven years. “I’m just shy.” And careful. “Sunny, will you wait for me in my room?” 
 
    With a nod, he waddles down the hall.  
 
    Barbra sneezes again. 
 
    “Bless you,” I say around a mouthful of food. It’s delicious. 
 
    “I noticed Sunny sounds creepy smart sometimes.” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat. 
 
    “Not like those horrid AIs, but smart,” she says. “I thought those Foster Buddies were supposed to be dumb.” 
 
    Intelligent AI are banned. She can never know about Sunny. A lie rolls off my tongue, “I did a minor language adjustment to make him sound smarter.”  
 
    Barbra puts her hand on mine in a motherly way. Various colors of paint are flecked on her fingers. “You’re so clever.”  
 
    My first instinct is to pull away, just like any time someone touches me. I don’t because I know she cares, even though she’s exposing me to her flu.  
 
    I consider opening up to her about my past, but when my stomach flutters, I chicken out. Instead, I grab my letter and hand it to her. “Here’s my final report card. It came in the mail yesterday.” 
 
    Barbra rips it open and scans it. “Let’s see. Fae Luna. Junior. Would you look at this? All As.” 
 
    I smile at her, loving that she’s impressed. I never got anything worse than an A after the foster demons in my second hell made me sleep outside for a night when I failed a class. I even got A’s in history without reading anything. I wonder what I’ll do next year, though, if I’m not hacking the teacher guides and test answers. 
 
    “Oh, it says here you don’t participate in online discussions.” 
 
    I consider lying again. I have my whole life to avoid problems, but I want things to be different with Barbra. “I’m just too nervous to speak to so many people.” 
 
    “You’ll get there.”  
 
    “…and that is why we’ve commissioned a new Navin Briggs statue,” says the president. “And it’s right here at the National Mall!”  
 
    Barbra gasps and twists to watch the projection. “What a great surprise.” 
 
    I roll my eyes behind her back. 
 
    “Did you know that General Briggs once had information to cripple a key military base if he acted quickly,” says Barbra. “He also learned they planned to strike a hospital they believed to be a rebel stronghold. It wasn’t, and Navin gave up his golden opportunity so he could evacuate the hospital. That’s the kind of man he was.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise. “Not bad.” 
 
    “He was also a huge environmentalist and animal lover,” she says. “Before the revolution, our water and air were poisoned, and millions of animals were dying. Navin turned it all around, and now we have the healthiest environment in the world.” 
 
    He does sound impressive.  
 
    The camera slides to another section to show an immense statue covered in a tarp. Holograms of Navin Briggs and his historical moments, like when he stormed the Pentagon, project behind the monument.  
 
    “And here it is…Navin Briggs the Bringer of Freedom,” says President Toscano. 
 
    The tarp zips off the statue and reveals Navin Briggs dressed in a military jacket, his medals showing proudly. His raised fist glows with holographic radiance, and his raven stands guard on his shoulder, its wings spread.  
 
    Looks great. I glance at Barbra to see her reaction.  
 
    She’s staring into the corner, her brow furrowed.  
 
    I wait for her to turn back, but she just keeps staring. “Barbra?” 
 
    She starts and turns back to me. “What were we talking about? The garden?” 
 
    I squint at her. What? “No. You were watching the unveiling.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She turns back to the holograms. “That’s wonderful. Have you ever been to the National Mall?” 
 
    I shake my head. Not there or anywhere else.  
 
    “I’ll take you on a trip there now that school is over.” 
 
    I smile at her. My first vacation.  
 
    We finish eating, and I start washing the dishes. “Barbra, can I tell you—” 
 
    “Hold on. I heard something.” She jumps up and jogs to the living room with a surprising amount of energy for someone who has the flu.  
 
    What? I didn’t hear anything.  
 
    “You’re not getting in here,” she shouts. 
 
    Adrenaline shoots through me. What the hell? I grab a kitchen knife and sprint into the living room. 
 
    Barbra holds her bat ready, scowling out the window unlike I’ve ever seen her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask, my heart pounding.  
 
    Barbra wheels on me. “How did you get in here?” she demands, her typically cheerful smile lines suddenly looking menacing.  
 
    I twist around, my knife ready, expecting to see a burglar.  
 
    There’s no one there. 
 
    “Get out of here now, or you’re going to get it,” she shouts, looking right at me. 
 
    “What? It’s me, Fae.” 
 
    She seems to recognize me for a second, but then it’s gone, and her eyes fill with anger. “Die!” She lunges toward me and swings wildly.  
 
    Diablo! I dodge away reflexively. Though I’ve never had to dodge Barbra before, it’s clear my instincts are still sharp. 
 
    She smashes through a lamp and into her Samuel Adams painting. I stare at its ripped surface in horror. 
 
    She swings again.  
 
    I try to leap backward to avoid the strike but slip to the ground. My knife flies from my hand. The bat whistles just above my head.  
 
    In a flash, I bolt up and into my room. I press myself against the door, panting and wishing it had a lock. Oh hell, this is crazy. 
 
    Barbra throws herself against the other side. Her weight sends me sliding back slightly. Not enough to allow her in but enough for the carpet to burn my bare feet. 
 
    Sunny, seeing me hold the door, jumps off the bed and runs over. He braces it with his extendable arms, and although he’s small, he’s stronger than he seems.  
 
    “How dare you threaten my child!” Barbra slams the door again. 
 
    It hits my head, but I barely feel it. What’s going on?  
 
    She pushes again with sustained strength. Sunny and I slide an inch but manage to hold. 
 
    “Diablo,” says Sunny. “What happened, Fae?” 
 
    I ignore him and shout, “It’s me. It’s me.” My eyes dart around my room, looking for a better solution to hold the door. The bed would help, but it’s too heavy to move quickly. The chair!  
 
    “Sunny, hold the door.” I jump up and bolt over to the chair.  
 
    Barbra pounds the door again, and Sunny falls backward.  
 
    My heart leaps. “No.” I sprint back and push the door shut, hoping I don’t hurt Barbra in the process, but terrified she’s going to hurt me.  
 
    I wedge the chair under the doorknob and hold it with both hands. Sunny pushes himself up and helps me.  
 
    A second passes. Then another.  
 
    Maybe she left— 
 
    Something crashes into the door with a loud bang, and then again, louder. “Don’t you hurt her!” 
 
    The hollow door shakes with each impact. Bang. Bang. Bang. 
 
    I was a fool to let my guard down. 
 
    The bat smashes through the middle of the door and slams into my chest.  
 
    I lurch back in shock and gasp at the pain, then in desperation, I regain my footing and secure the chair. “Stop. Stop. Go away!” 
 
    Sunny lets go of the chair and runs over to his bag. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He ignores me, rummages around in his bag, and pulls out the tiny robot he made. He dashes back and throws the robot through the hole.  
 
    Sunny moves his mouth, but no words come out. Instead, a deep voice sounds from somewhere behind Barbra. “Ma’am. This is the police. We’re here to help.” 
 
    I jump at the voice, but then realize what’s happening.  
 
    “Thank God,” says Barbra. Her footsteps cross the room.  
 
    I hold the door, still tense, my heart pounding. I listen carefully for any indication she might come back as I glance at the two windows for a possible escape.  
 
    After a few minutes, I ask, “Do you think it’s over?”  
 
    “Impossible to say. I recommend we keep holding the chair.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    We hold the chair for twenty minutes, barely moving.  
 
    Eventually, I drop down with a tense sigh and rub my temples. I’m exhausted and frazzled.  
 
    “That was not consistent with her personality,” says Sunny. 
 
    I shake my head, feeling like the world is spinning. That was cracked. “I don’t understand. She thought I was an intruder.” 
 
    “She saw you as someone else?”  
 
    “It seemed that way,” I say. 
 
    “A hallucination, perhaps.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “There are several medical conditions involving hallucinations, as well as several hallucinogenic drugs…LSD, psilocybin, mescaline—” 
 
    “No, not drugs.” I know what that looks like. 
 
    “Schizophrenia, perhaps. Does she have paranoia?” he asks. 
 
    “Apparently now she does.” 
 
    “Delusions?”  
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Without more data, I can only assume it’s schizophrenia.”  
 
    I run my fingers through my thick curls and hold my head. “What do we—” 
 
    Boom. 
 
    I jump, but as I see the shimmer of another firework outside, I relax. “I could call child services, but they’d take me away.”  
 
    Sunny extends an arm to grab his seal and holds him in one arm. “Maybe that would be for the best.” 
 
    I wring my hands. “Is this treatable? Could she be normal again?” 
 
    “Yes, there are several effective medications. Trioxidine, Statrenadol—” 
 
    I wave my hands. “That doesn’t matter now. I don’t want to risk calling child services.” Barbra cares about me, at least. 
 
    “Take her to the doctor then.” 
 
    “I can’t drive until I’m eighteen. Plus, we’d have to get her to agree to go.” 
 
    “Sounds dangerous,” he says. 
 
    “And scary.” 
 
    Sunny nods. 
 
    “Ambulance,” I say. I’ve never called one and, somehow, it makes me even more anxious. I suck it up and lift my q-link closer to my mouth. “Chim, call nine-one-one.” 
 
    After the call, I rub the dent on Sunny’s head that he got protecting me. I flash back to my fifth hell.  
 
    An old burly demon raises a belt. Sunny leaps in front of me to block the strike. The demon growls and swats him aside. Sunny smacks his head on a metal table. I try to run to him, but the demon’s claws gouge into my arm.  
 
    He leans in, his breath sour. “Don’t do it again. Go pick up your toy.” 
 
    I jog over to Sunny and help him up. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t feel pain, but you do. I didn’t want you to get lashed by the belt again.” 
 
    The memory fades, but Sunny’s love and dedication remain. I rub the dent again, and tension flows from my body. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    ENTERING HELL 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fae? It’s me. I’m home,” says Barbra from the front door.  
 
    I tense up. It’s only been a few hours since she left for the hospital, and I’m still wary from her outburst. At least when I called the ambulance, I was composed enough to lie to them. I left out the violent details and didn’t mention foster care in case that would cause us issues. 
 
    I peek out of the room. She walks over slowly as if not to startle me. I wilt back but hate that I’m scared of her.  
 
    A pained expression touches her face, and she holds up her hands. “Everything should be fine now. They put me on Trioxidine, which is a schizophrenia drug, and on a minor tranquilizer. Even if I have a relapse, I won’t get angry now.” 
 
    I nod hesitantly.  
 
    “When I came to my senses, and you told me it was you I attacked, I was so mortified. I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I say, but I’m not sure if it is. It was terrifying to have Barbra’s rage directed at me. I never thought she’d do anything like that.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll have a relapse, but I want to make sure you’re safe,” she says. “If you want, I’m sure we can find you another good foster home. It would only be for a year.” 
 
    Panic grips me. The thought of having to risk another home is more than I can bear. All my foster homes have been hell, but this wasn’t her fault. Even though it might take me time to feel comfortable again, I want to be here for her.  
 
    My fifth law of survival pops into my head. Only help people if there’s no risk. I ignore it and say, “I want to stay.” 
 
    Relief floods her face, and her chubby cheeks puff out as she smiles. “Just in case, I’m going to fix your door and put a lock on it. I’ll also get rid of the baseball bat.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I place my q-link on my chair and stand to the side. “Chim, access my game, Silent City.” 
 
    An interactive post-apocalyptic city materializes around me. The holograms are so seamless that it’s blissfully easy to forget there’s any other world. 
 
    My mind drifts as the rest of the game loads. It’s been a few days since Barbra’s episode. Fortunately, the prescribed medication has been extremely effective. Despite that, I decided to read about the disorder so I can help her if something else happens. 
 
    She made good on her promise to spend time with me. We watched TV and movies, played holo cards, and board games. She even showed me how to paint. Unfortunately, my painting looked like a two-year-old painted it with her toes.  
 
    It’s still strange to hang out with an actual person, but it’s definitely enjoyable.  
 
    Now that things are back to normal, I can enjoy my summer again, by playing Silent City and programming my foster care blockchain. For a moment there, I was worried that I slipped into the sixth level of hell. I avoided that, but I’m still no closer to deciding if I’m going to do the hack for Blaze. I’ll have to ask Barbra what she thinks soon.  
 
    Sunny sits on my bed, building something new with his electrical and mechanical parts. His seal, Bean, lies next to him.  
 
    I take a second to admire my poster of the four-time world champion of Silent City, Jack Trackton, and wonder if his eyes are that mesmerizing in real life. It’s too bad he plays on a different server. 
 
    “Watch out,” says Sunny, pointing behind me.  
 
    I whirl around to my game and flinch back as two holographic zombies speed around the corner of a building, their mouths wide and frothing.  
 
    I whip out my holographic Trexstar K10 laser, and with two pulls of the trigger, their heads disappear. Their bodies stumble forward with their necks still smoking, then collapse.  
 
    I march in place, but the holograms pass by like I’m walking forward. I reach our guild headquarters, a large building draped in green and white banners. Two guards, dressed in bulletproof vests and holding the latest military rifles, salute me.  
 
    “Commander, thank God you logged in,” the smaller one with a beard says. “You better talk to Blaze. The you-know-what is hitting the fan.” 
 
    “StarFeather,” Blaze says in greeting from across the room. She’s tense and prickling with an urgency I can almost see.  
 
    Next to her, is my burly sergeant, TigerShadow.  
 
    “Report,” I say to Blaze. 
 
    “The DarkTraders broke the temporary truce and gunned down two of our squads. They have thirty troops headed here right now, and twenty more guarding their base. We have about five minutes.” 
 
    Hell, that’s cracked.  
 
    “Commander, I have a suggestion,” says TigerShadow.  
 
    I nod to him to go on even though my heart pounds at the coming attack. 
 
    “This scenario reminds me of an episode of Lost: The Return. The Others broke a truce with the lost crew. Even though the Others had superior numbers and strength, the lost crew held them off in a narrow path through cliffs.” He brings up a holographic map between us. “I recommend we take this path,” he says, drawing on the map with his finger. A red line marks where he draws. “I think we’ll have enough time to get to this bottleneck. Then we can choke those lying vermin off.” 
 
    It’s not his worst suggestion, but it still won’t work. The narrow point would temporarily even the odds, but they could easily backtrack half of their troops around the building and take us from behind…from behind. I want to laugh but know it’s not the time. “We’re outnumbered three to one. They’ll eventually overwhelm us.” 
 
    “Oh, I suppose you’re right, Commander,” he says. 
 
    “Listen up, everyone,” I call out.  
 
    The surviving members of FreedomFire gather around me, looking dejected and nervous as they fidget and scan the area.  
 
    I stand straight-backed, my chin high, and look fondly over my guild. It’s been a year now, and I know their personalities better than anyone. ForrestMinx and her dirty jokes make me imagine what a big sister would be like. Dragonfly is always looking to rush into the fight, especially when we’re outnumbered. And Striker is always shocking people with her choice of jewelry, like her zombie finger-bone necklace. 
 
    I savor the camaraderie even as my mind spins through the crazy plan I’m crafting to give us a real chance. 
 
    I clear my throat, and then in my commander’s voice, I say, “Yes, we’ve been weakened by this surprise attack, but we always fight to the last person. Together, we’ve thrashed every other team on the way to the finals. There are not many of us left, but you all know how fierce and skilled each of you are, and you know what I’ve done as your commander. Let’s burn them all.” 
 
    The holographic avatars of my guildmates raise their weapons and cheer, their energy surging into me. My confidence soars higher. And although I had but the beginning of a plan before, the rest falls into place.  
 
    I meet their eyes and revel in their sincere smiles. I wish that every moment of my life was like this as I absorb their warmth, attention, and respect. It’s something I’ve rarely experienced in real life.  
 
    “Scorpion, Maverick, set up proximity mines at our flag,” I say, “then take up positions here and here with your sniper rifles.” I point to the locations on a holographic map. “Buy us as much time as you can.” 
 
    “Consider it done, Commander,” says Scorpion.  
 
    He and Maverick sprint away to the task.   
 
    “Blaze, we’ll take care of the attack,” I say. 
 
    She quirks a smile. “Thirty against two. I can’t wait to see what you have planned.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to show you. Everyone else, meet here.” I indicate a building closer to the enemy camp, but far enough away to avoid engagement. “We’ll be there after we thrash the others, then we’ll attack together.” 
 
    HellCat steps forward. “How do you know they’ll follow you instead of us?” 
 
    “There are entire forum groups where people discuss how to best StarFeather,” says Blaze as she slaps my back. 
 
    I grin at her. “They can afford to try since their defense is strong, but they’ll regret it. Now move out, everyone.” 
 
    The men and women salute me, ready their weapons, and run to their waypoint. I motion to Blaze, and we take off down the street. 
 
    “You should be more patient with TigerShadow. Remember the opening game of the tournament?” 
 
    “Always sticking up for the little guy, but yeah, that was a nice last-second save.” 
 
    “Yite. He’s hardly little,” she says. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “It seems like you stick up for him more than others, though.” 
 
    “He’s more interesting than most.” 
 
    “He flirts with half the guild, you know.” 
 
    She shrugs. “I’m not looking for anything like that anyway.” 
 
    I glance at my radar. About eighty percent of the red dots representing attackers veer toward us.  
 
    Diablo. They really want to kill me. 
 
    The other five head toward our base.  
 
    I motion Blaze down another street and access the city map. “We’ll climb this building, then jump the rooftops to here.” I point to a large warehouse. “When we’re there, we attack.” 
 
    Blaze nods. “Let’s get these scumbags.” 
 
    After a short run, we reach the intended building and scale the fire escape. When we’re close to the top, I peek down. 
 
    The enemy troops climb after us, not far behind, but out of direct line of fire. The sky darkens, and virtual rain patters down, feeling like little points of pressure in the real world.    
 
    Blaze and I sprint across the concrete roof. In front of us, a ten-foot gap stretches between the rooftops. I leap no more than a foot in the air in the real world, but my avatar flies across the huge gap. I glance the fifty or so feet down and am glad I’m in-game. I land and continue my sprint. 
 
    Blaze drops next to me with a thump, gripping her AK-710. She rattles off a few shots over her shoulder as she runs. 
 
    It looks ridiculous, but it wouldn’t be the first time she shot someone that way. 
 
    Bullets rip to the left and right of us as enemies return fire. Blaze gasps, then lowers her rifle to let her strap carry it and pumps her arms with renewed vigor. After leaping three more chasms, we reach our target warehouse.  
 
    I motion to Blaze. “Over here.”  
 
    She follows me across the building, and we crouch down, our guns ready. The twenty-five or so troops land on the other side of the roof and open fire.  
 
    Blaze ducks, but the bullets ricochet off a transparent bulletproof wall I previously constructed. One bullet strikes a soldier, and he stumbles back in shock, then falls from the roof.  
 
    “Just a little something I set up in case we needed it,” I say. 
 
    The other soldiers’ wide eyes narrow to anger.  
 
    “Good call,” says Blaze, “but what now?”  
 
    “Just relax and enjoy the show.” 
 
    The enemies creep toward us, looking side to side, but speed up as they gain confidence.  
 
    “Watch this, Sunny,” I say. 
 
    “What?” asks Blaze. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s someone in the real world.” I pull out a small device and press a button.  
 
    A series of directed explosions erupt around the attackers, blowing a square hole in the roof. Flames burn the howling soldiers as they drop to the ground below. Three lay dead. The others have about half their lives remaining.  
 
    Blaze gapes at the hole in the roof as the smoke clears, then she breaks out into a big smile. “Wow, genius! Let’s finish them.” She raises her gun.  
 
    I push down on the barrel. “Just watch.”  
 
    She tilts her head at me, her brow furrowed. 
 
    I point down through the lingering smoke. “The explosion wasn’t meant to kill them.” 
 
    I press the second button on my device.  
 
    Four doors around the room burst open, and a horde of gruesome zombies surge toward the stunned troops. The troops scramble backward, bumping into each other in their panic. Several fall to the ground. The others push back and trample on their guildmates as they raise their rifles.  
 
    The mass of zombies engulfs the group, biting and tearing the soldiers apart. Our enemies’ life-bars drain from red to black, and their bodies blink out of existence.  
 
    After the last of the DarkTraders vanish, the zombies snap their heads toward us. The holograms look so realistic that their feral eyes and disgusting faces turn my stomach. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to fight zombies in real life. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, then glance at the ladder on the opposite side of the gaping hole. Oops.  
 
    “Good thing I brought my grappling hook,” says Blaze. 
 
    We rappel down the building’s side and sprint toward the enemy headquarters and the rest of our group.  
 
    “TigerShadow, we’re on our way,” I say. “Hold tight.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    Blaze and I reach the others. There are twelve of us versus twenty enemies guarding the flag.  
 
    “Everyone but Blaze, get your infrared blankets ready,” I say. “As soon as I tell you, activate them and your heat dummy.”  
 
    “But commander, we can take them,” says Dragonfly. “We’re only down two to one.” 
 
    I shake my head, suppressing a grin. Every time. “Trust me.” 
 
    A group of their troops surges forward as red dots on my radar.  
 
    “Now,” I say. 
 
    My guild activates their infrared blankets and dummy drones nearly simultaneously. The blankets hide my guildmates, and the drones mimic their heat signatures.  
 
    I motion for Blaze and take off in a sprint. The drones, preprogrammed to follow, zip after me.  
 
    “Be quick,” I say. “If they see that our people aren’t really with us, this won’t work.” 
 
    Fifteen red blips split off to follow us. We take off in a full sprint and speed down streets and through alleyways.  
 
    “TigerShadow, hold until I order the attack,” I say. “I’m going to lead them far enough away so they can’t get back in time.” 
 
    “Good plan, Commander,” he says. “It will be ten on five. We’re going to thrash them.” 
 
    “Commander,” says Scorpion, “two of them fell for the proximity mines. We’re delaying the others, but we can’t hold them for long.” 
 
    “Just a little more time,” I say. “Give me a warning if it gets dire.”  
 
    We dash around another corner just before they’d discover the ruse. Almost there…  
 
    “Maverick is down! I can’t hold,” says Scorpion.  
 
    “TigerShadow, attack,” I say. 
 
    The thinnest threads hold my plan together. Just one tug in the wrong direction will unravel it. But you have to be bold when the odds are stacked against you.  
 
    Ten blue dots, representing my people, pop into existence near the enemy base and move in on the five red dots.  
 
    Now you pay. “Scorpion, defend our flag for another twenty seconds.” 
 
    “I’ll make it work, Commander.” 
 
    The troops that were chasing me recognize their mistake and turn back to the base.  
 
    I laugh. “Too late.” 
 
    “You dare to rival Commander StarFeather?” shouts Blaze. 
 
    A few moments pass and TigerShadow says, “These noobs had no chance. I have their flag.” 
 
    The words ‘Congratulations, you have won the tournament’ appear before us. ‘You’ve been promoted, and your champion’s gifts will appear in your inventory.’ 
 
    My com explodes in cheers. 
 
    “FreedomFire! Best guild ever,” says Maverick. 
 
    “And you wanted to fight one on two, Dragonfly,” says TinMan.  
 
    “At least I killed two of them instead of hiding behind a wall,” Dragonfly retorts.  
 
    “Guys, guys,” says TigerShadow. “Watch this replay of me disarming this noob and shooting him with his gun.” 
 
    “Well done, Fae,” says Sunny. “Your strategies were very intelligent, as always.”  
 
    I turn and nod to him with a smile.  
 
    Blaze steps up, and her avatar hugs me. “You thrashed them!” 
 
    “We never would’ve made it to the championship if you weren’t looking out for me,” I say as I pull back, embarrassed about the hug even though it’s just a game. 
 
    “We made it here thanks to your brilliant plans.” 
 
    I love the praise. I’ve felt like a mouse my whole life, but in-game, I’m an owl, fierce and wise.  
 
    Everyone logs out until it’s just Blaze and me. It’s not her real name, but it’s how I know her. I’ve always been able to count on her, and I’ve always admired her kindness and companionship.  
 
    Blaze looks me up and down and smirks. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, is any of this you?” she asks, indicating my avatar. “It fits, but I have a hard time believing anyone could be this smart and this shapely.” 
 
    I feel my face flush. She’s right. I’m nothing like my avatar.  
 
    Her full-lipped smile fades into something more serious. “So…did you decide if you were going to help me?” she asks, sounding hopeful.  
 
    I look away. I hate the world where I don’t help her, but I can’t stop picturing the horror of my last hack. I shiver. “I’m…I need more time.” 
 
    “There are only a couple of days left.” 
 
    “I looked at the specs in the file you sent. I won’t need more than a half-hour.” 
 
    Blaze squints at me. “Yite.”  
 
    I know that’s fast, but surely not for her. “Forty-five minutes?” I ask, not wanting to offend her.  
 
    “I know you’re good, so I won’t doubt you, but this is really important.”  
 
    I bite my lip and remember how she befriended me and supported me when I joined FreedomFire. I want to say, I’ll do it, but… “I’ll let you know on the last day.” 
 
    She grimaces. “I’ll talk to you then. See you in-game later?” 
 
    “Of course,” I say and log out. I sigh, but rather than try to figure this out, I decide to program my blockchain.  
 
    I slip on my q-link, never feeling whole without it, and begin to code. 
 
    After a while, I grin as the framework becomes more developed. I decide to take a break and drop down on the bed next to Sunny. His mechanical and electrical parts bounce around.  
 
    “You know that makes it difficult,” he says. 
 
    “Sorry. What are you building?” 
 
    Sunny looks down at his new contraption. “My robot is now a sonic nauseator.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It’s something I can activate to make humans sick and dizzy if Barbra attacks us again.” 
 
    “Wow. That sounds useful.” 
 
    He nods and puts the other parts into his bag. 
 
    I grab my steel water bottle and jump off the bed. My door has a plywood patch in the middle now and a new door latch that I unlock.  
 
    Barbra stands in the kitchen, wearing a summer dress with blue butterflies spiraling up its surface. The bags under her eyes are gone, her hair is neatly combed, and her makeup is perfect. “Morning, Sweetheart.” She opens her arms to hug me, then pulls back as if afraid of startling me. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    She breaks into a relieved smile and gives me a squeeze. “Breakfast is ready, and I’m looking forward to playing Strife later.” 
 
    The US revolution game is her favorite. I can never bring myself to beat her. “Me too.” 
 
    I fill my water bottle and gulp down the cool liquid. 
 
    The news plays in the background.  
 
    “On a happier note, Esmond Benton-Fields, multibillionaire and philanthropist, has donated a hundred million digital dollars to early education initiatives. For those unfamiliar with him, he is the grandson of the ex-CEO of Limitless Corporation, the huge conglomerate that was split into six companies during the monopoly purge of 2042.” 
 
    Barbra shakes her head as she sips her orange juice. “He’ll never make up for what his family did. That’s blood money.” 
 
    “What did they do?” 
 
    She shakes her head with a sigh. “They melded with the government and banks to form one big authoritarian regime. That shadow government was responsible for millions of deaths.” 
 
    Diablo.  
 
    “The unemployment rate for people without the Evo, commonly known as norms, is at a ten year high,” says the newscaster. “We’ll get to that after these advertisements…” 
 
    “Nutrihealth Incorporated, bringing you superior modified foods to improve your life. Why eat boring regular potatoes when you could have the hero potato. Better taste, better nutrition…” 
 
    I roll my eyes and dip my organic waffle in natural maple syrup. The sweet, warm treat touches my tongue, making the day a little nicer.  
 
    After we’re done with breakfast, I turn toward my room to code some more.  
 
    Barbra stops me with a hand on my shoulder. “Take an apple in case you get hungry before lunch.” 
 
    The gift warms me. “Thanks.”  
 
    I sit and code, melting into the comfortable, familiar state. After a couple of hours, the cryptocurrency native to my foster care blockchain takes shape. It won’t be long now. I stand and stretch my back that’s sore from sitting. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” says Barbra from inside her bedroom. “I’ll take care of you. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “Who is she talking to? The worst possibilities flash in my mind. I hold my hand up for Sunny to stay, then sneak out to the living room to investigate. The last time I eavesdropped on a foster parent, the bloated demon smacked me in the face. It took me off my feet, and I still remember the feel of my head cracking into the tile floor. Barbra is different, though. 
 
    “Hold on. I need medical supplies. I can save you, Fae. He won’t get you.” 
 
    Fae? What is she talking about? I dart behind the couch as she exits her room.  
 
    She’s in a bathrobe. Her hair is a wild mess, and her lipstick is smeared. She meanders through the kitchen, pausing here and there as if studying nonexistent things. She stumbles through the door into the storage room. 
 
    Even when she had the flu, she wasn’t this disheveled. I inch over to her room, knowing I need to be quick but unable to make myself do it. I peek inside.  
 
    There’s no one there except for the wounded soldier in one of her paintings and the pewter figurines of revolutionary heroes on her dresser.  
 
    I move toward her tall bed, my stomach burning with anxiety. There’s no reason to think anything will be on the other side, but I can’t shake the feeling that there is. It’s probably because of the time my fourth foster demon made me dispose of a dead rat from his bedroom. 
 
    I summon my courage and look behind the bed.  
 
    A humanoid support robot lies on the ground, half disassembled. Dirty tools and parts are strewn about on the carpet.  
 
    My eyes widen, and my heart sinks. She thought this was me? That she was saving me? I drop to my knees, and the world falls apart, bile creeping up my throat. The medication isn’t working. It’s happening again.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I pace around in the cold white hospital room.  
 
    Barbra sits along the wall, now stabilized after more medication. “Fae, come sit.” 
 
    I pause, then sit next to her in one of the plastic chairs. She takes my hand in hers. It’s warm and smooth, and I barely flinch. 
 
    A tall female doctor enters the room, a clipboard in her hand. “Hello, Fae, Barbra. I’m Dr. Volker. “I’m so sorry to hear about your relapse. It’s rare on Trioxidine, especially since you have no family history of mental illness. We’re increasing your dose and putting you on the booster Statrenadol.” 
 
    “What are the chances of any other problems,” asks Barbra. 
 
    “Bioplex makes some excellent schizophrenia drugs. This combination is almost a hundred percent effective at eliminating hallucinations, paranoia, and other symptoms associated with schizophrenia.” 
 
    Sounds promising.  
 
    “Navin help me, I hope you’re right,” says Barbra. “Are there any new side effects?” 
 
    “Minimal. You may experience headaches or dry mouth, but those are rare.” 
 
    “No hand tremors or anything, right?” 
 
    “No. With the older medications that was possible but not with these,” says the doctor.  
 
    “Oh, good. I’m so close to finishing my best painting ever.” After a pause, Barbra adds, “Why do you think I relapsed?”  
 
    “It occasionally happens on the introductory dose,” says Dr. Volker, “but you shouldn’t have to worry about that again.” 
 
    I rub my arm. I want to say something but rarely talk to people I don’t know. I force myself to say, “She had a bad flu before it first happened. Do you think it could be related?” 
 
    The tall woman shakes her head, then presses her knuckles into her lips. “Hmm. Encephalitis can cause hallucinations, but she’d either be better or dead by this point. There wouldn’t be lasting effects. So, no, I don’t think it’s related.”  
 
    I nod, my mop of curls bouncing. 
 
    We leave the hospital and call for a ride back. When the autonomous car arrives, we sit in the back seat.  
 
    “Fae, I want to talk to you about something,” says Barbra. First, I’m so sorry for all I’ve put you through.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I was just concerned about you.” And myself, but there’s no need to say that. When I saw the dismantled robot that she thought was me, chills ran through my body. Somehow, it made it even worse that the parts were dirtying the carpet she always keeps clean. 
 
    It took everything I had not to unravel as I failed to remember how to help someone with schizophrenia. At least I managed to get her to the hospital.  
 
    “It’s terrifying to feel like you’re losing your mind,” says Barbra. “But there’s nothing worse than seeing him and that symbol.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Oh…no one.” She gazes at passing cars for a moment and then back to me. “After this most recent scare, I realized what’s most important in life. It’s family. In light of this, I…I wanted to propose something to you.” 
 
    My stomach sinks at the unease in her voice.  
 
    “I know that you’ve been through a lot. Six foster homes in ten years will do a number on anyone.” 
 
    Oh hell. Is she getting rid of me because of her health? I pull at my shirt. Although I’ve had doubts about her since the schizophrenia, I don’t want to lose her. I couldn’t bear to be thrown into another hell. Maybe I can say something to convince her. But what? I squeeze my wrist. Think. 
 
     “I’ve decided that—”  
 
    “I…” I have no idea what to say. I sit there dumbly for a second, then mumble, “Never mind.” That’s it then. Cast down into the next level. I slouch in my seat as I wait for the inevitable hammer to crush me.  
 
    “Fae,” she says. “I think you’re special, and you need someone worthy to take care of you.”  
 
    I swallow and look down.  
 
    “I’ve had some problems, but I know they’ll get worked out, and I think I can be that person for you.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want to adopt you as my daughter.” She holds up her hands. “Before you say anything, I understand you’re seventeen and almost an adult, but I want you to still have me as family when you move out.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and my mind begins to race with the possibility. No one has wanted me since my mother died. We’ve only known each other for six months, but I feel a secure connection. Finally, I can have a mother again.  
 
     “I know that you’re cautious and that my recent episodes probably make this more difficult, but please think about it.” 
 
    My elation falls back to earth. She’s right. The schizophrenia does concern me, but the doctor seemed sure she’d be fine this time. I know I shouldn’t trust people, but I want to be normal and have someone love me.  
 
    But what if she breaks? I picture a knife slashing my throat while I’m in bed. “I…” 
 
    “Think about it. We don’t have to talk now.” She hugs me. 
 
    It’s the least uncomfortable hug yet. 
 
    We drive in silence while I think about what the doctor said. Even though she said it couldn’t be encephalitis, I decide to look it up.  
 
    A related news article catches my eye. ‘Hallucinating Woman climbs a flagpole to get treasures in the sky.’ 
 
    I shiver as I remember Barbra’s hallucinations. I open it up. 
 
    An ad pops up that shows a small flying griffin zipping around a teenage boy.  
 
    “Drone pets are the best pets,” says a narrator. “Bring home one of twenty adorable pets, from birds to mystical creatures. Play with them as long as you want since their solar panels allow them to fly indefinitely.” 
 
    Barbra glances at me. I skip the rest of the ad.  
 
    I read the news story rather than watching the video so I don’t upset her.  
 
    ‘Sandra Clark, a Stroudsburg woman suffering from hallucinations, had to be rescued by firefighters from the top of the flagpole at the courthouse building today. She was reportedly trying to get her diamonds in the sky. She was taken to the local hospital, where she was treated for hallucinations and a bad flu. She was later diagnosed with schizophrenia and is receiving care.’ 
 
    Strange. Another woman with the flu and schizophrenia. I close the article even more determined and read all the information I can find about encephalitis.  
 
    After a thorough review, though, the doctor was correct. It doesn’t seem possible that Barbra’s hallucinations were from encephalitis…unless there’s a new type. 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Later, I’m sitting on my bed with Sunny. 
 
    “So, that happened again,” I say. 
 
    “It’s unfortunate,” says Sunny. 
 
    “At least the doctor said she should be fine now.”  
 
    “They said that last time.” 
 
    Blunt as always. What if he’s right? I can’t stay with her if she keeps having hallucinations. “The doctor seemed sure this time.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Something cool happened when we were there.” 
 
    He turns his glowing eyes on me. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Barbra wants to adopt me.” 
 
    “That’s great. It’s what you’ve always wanted.” 
 
    He’s right. What would it be like to have a mother again? “Let me see my mother’s picture.” 
 
    His compartment slides open, and he pulls out my dad’s letter.  
 
    I open it and smile at the picture. She’s young, only a few years older than I am now. I’m lucky to have it since I’ve moved so much, but Sunny is a good caretaker. What do you think, Mom? Should I let her adopt me?  
 
    My second law tells me no, but my heart says yes. I flip the photo over and glance at my father. I’m not sure why I haven’t ripped him off yet since he abandoned us. I still wonder why the NIA was after him. My mom never told me, but it must have been bad because he was apparently heartbroken that he had to leave. I’m still mad at him, though, even if he had a good reason.  
 
    I’ve only ever been burned by people, but it feels different this time. And the doctor said she would be okay. “Do you think I should let her adopt me? I want to say yes, but maybe I’m crazy.” 
 
    “There are serious risks if she breaks again,” says Sunny. “She almost killed you the first time.” 
 
    I frown.  
 
    “Your heart rate and cortisol levels are much lower since you moved in, though,” he says. “She also doesn’t beat you, and she shows you physical affection.” 
 
    I laugh. “Good argument.” He’s right. I’ve been happy in the last six months. She’s fed me, cared for me, and talked to me. Although I’ve mostly held back, I’m closer to her than any other human, except for maybe Blaze, but that’s only online.  
 
    “I’m going to do it,” I say. “It’s finally time to break the second law.” 
 
    Sunny clasps my hand in his small cold one. “It’s a logical—I mean, I’m happy for you.” 
 
    I shake my head, feeling my worries vanish like discarded code. I relax against my propped-up pillow, and pull my stuffed bear, Qubit, into an arm. Air slowly escapes my lungs, and my body calms even more. Things can finally get back to normal…or maybe it will even be better. 
 
    “What are you going to do about Blaze?” 
 
    The question punches into me like a shotgun blast. Right. Blaze. I let out a long sigh and slump forward. “I wanted to ask Barbra about it.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “I don’t. First, what if the stress of my problem causes her to relapse?” 
 
    “You could lose her.” 
 
    I tug at the smooth bedsheet. “You’re right. And second, what would she think about me if she knew I was a hacker?” 
 
    “She might not want you.” 
 
    I frown and wring my clammy hands. “I’m not going to ask her, but I still need to decide.”  
 
    “Let’s go over the problem again.” 
 
    I put my bear down and face Sunny, sitting cross-legged. “I promised myself I wouldn’t hack again, but Blaze needs me.” 
 
    “What are the risks?” he asks, tilting his head.  
 
    “I could be arrested.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t this fall under the fifth law? This is dangerous.” 
 
    For years, I’ve followed that law. No one looks out for me, so I have to look out for myself. Am I foolish to consider risking myself for Blaze? Probably. I swore I’d never hack again…but she needs me, and she said no one would get hurt. This will have to be the last time. “If I’m breaking one rule, I might as well break another. I’m going to do the hack for Blaze.” 
 
    “That’s a logical fallacy. Breaking one rule is not contingent on breaking another.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “There you go again. Too logical.” 
 
    “Is there such a thing? I still support your decision, though.”  
 
    “You’re the best. I’m going to say goodnight to Barbra, then we’ll go to bed.” 
 
    I open my door to see Barbra in the living room, sitting in front of her painting with a brush. 
 
    “That’s looking great.” And I’m not just flattering her. Navin Briggs’ robust mustache and proud face come alive on the canvas. I look into his wise eyes, and I swear he looks back.  
 
    She beams at me. “It means so much to hear you say that. I’m very happy with my work. Are you going to bed?” 
 
    I wipe my sweaty hands on my shorts and open my mouth to talk but swallow instead. I don’t even know why I’m nervous since Barbra wants to adopt me, but I am. “Barbra…”  
 
    She turns to look at me, putting down her paintbrush.  
 
    “I want to be your daughter.” 
 
    A smile stretches across her face. She wipes her paint colored hands on her apron and throws her arms around me.  
 
    I let myself melt in her embrace, no longer holding back. I finally have a mom again.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I lurch awake, my heart pounding, and my eyes darting around the room. I try to move my arms, but they’re trapped. Panic seizes me until I realize it’s just my sheets wrapped around me. 
 
    It was just another demon-filled nightmare from one of my hells. I force my breathing to slow and wipe my cold sweaty hands on my pajamas. I relax and allow myself a smile. I’m going to be Barbra’s daughter.  
 
    Sunny stands in the corner, still in sleep mode, to conserve power. He always looks so small when his eyes are dim.  
 
    I grab my robe and drape it over my shoulders, excited for the first breakfast of my new life. Maybe Barbra made something extra special. I hope it’s a fruit tray. Papaya would be nice and maybe…honeydew. I haven’t had that in a while.  
 
    I walk toward the door, looking forward to my morning hug. I don’t even think I’ll mind the news today. Wait…why don’t I hear it? I stop and listen.  
 
    An uncommon silence hangs in the air.  
 
    An eerie feeling creeps into my stomach, and I’m suddenly reluctant to leave the room. “Sunny?”  
 
    His green eyes illuminate. “Good morning, Fae.” 
 
    “It’s really quiet this morning.” 
 
    He walks closer to the door. “That’s unusual for this time.” 
 
    I don’t know what I expect. Barbra should be fine on her new medication. Could it be something else? 
 
    I glance at my steel bottle since I usually drink water first thing, but I’m hesitant to make noise.  
 
    Barbra probably just had to go out. I’m sure everything is fine. Still, I want to be cautious. I motion to Sunny. 
 
    He walks to his bag and grabs his sonic nauseator.  
 
    I want to tell him we don’t need it, that it’s silly to think there’s a problem. But it’s better to be prepared. I undo the lock and carefully pull open the door. The kitchen is empty. No steam from the tea or mouthwatering scents from breakfast. No commercials or dramatic news stories.  
 
    No Barbra.  
 
    Stop being silly, I chide myself. I know that I’ll look out the window, and her red minivan will be missing from the driveway. She’ll be off getting me a present or something sweet.  
 
    I take a peek.  
 
    The minivan sits there as if taunting me.  
 
    My heart drops. Still asleep? Maybe the medication has that side effect. I pull at my robe, rubbing it between my fingers, desperate to calm my nerves. I still don’t understand why I’m so anxious. It’s not as if I haven’t been uneasy a million times before, but there’s something different.  
 
    I walk past the kitchen into the living room, placing my feet quietly and looking side to side as if something might attack me. At least when I find her and everything is okay, I’ll feel better. Then I can finally tell her how important she is to me. I’m being silly, right? 
 
    Everything is quiet and seems in place in the living room. Her expertly done flower-filled landscapes and portraits of famous revolutionaries still line the walls. The drop cloth is perfectly aligned under her easel. And her huge painting of Navin Briggs is— 
 
    I freeze and gape at the painting. Navin’s eyes are black and soulless. His usual granite-hard face that radiated justice now oozes malice. Although she didn’t change his size, he seems bigger than before somehow. A trick of the painted shadows, perhaps.  
 
    Twisted demon creatures with horns and glowing eyes fly around him, clutching bloody arms and legs in their claws. His raven, now with evil red eyes, clenches a child’s severed head in a clawed foot. The child’s open eyes seem to stare right at me.  
 
    I shiver, my unease overwhelming me. What the hell? I want to run, to be anywhere but here, but if Barbra’s medication failed, she needs me.  
 
    I reach her door, and my stomach tightens further. I gently knock to avoid starling her and wait for a few breaths.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Sunny meets my eyes but stays quiet. 
 
    I knock again, louder this time, my anxiety overpowering my usual caution. My heart is pounding now, harder than when my third foster demoness threatened to tie me up if I bothered her again. I glance at Sunny. 
 
    He nods to reassure me. 
 
    I slowly turn the doorknob and push open the door.  
 
    She’s not in bed. Everything looks in place.  
 
    I relax. It was nothing. She probably went for a walk or something… 
 
    But she’s never missed breakfast and that painting is nuts. My skin crawls as I think of the last time I had to check her room. The issue was behind the bed. Could there be something there now? 
 
    A series of terrible possibilities flood my mind. I banish them. Stop it. She’s fine.  
 
     I don’t want to look, and I certainly don’t want to be here. Despite this, I step inside the room, shuffle my feet past the bed, and glance behind it.  
 
    An arctic chill freezes me in place. My stomach lurches, and my eyes go wide.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    ∙ BEWARE THE FIRE ∙ 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Fae’s Laws of Survival: 
 
      
 
    
    	    Lie if necessary. 
 
    	    Never trust anyone but Sunny. 
 
    	    Run when facing a superior foe. 
 
    	    Sometimes you have to break rules. 
 
    	    Only help people if there’s no risk. 
 
   
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting on the floor in my bedroom. My heart pounds, and my body shakes. The world is distant and fuzzy. My thoughts dart around like piranhas in a feeding frenzy. I can’t grasp onto them, and all I see is red.  
 
    Am I in Silent City? Can I start over?  
 
    No. I’ve fallen into the sixth level of hell. I lower my head into my hands, trying to reboot, to gain any sense of the world. Nine-one-one, a part of me says, but my body is numb and my will nonexistent.  
 
    A vision of terror flashes in my brain. The piranhas flee in all directions. Nothing remains. Only blood. And scissors.  
 
    The horrific image of her gory, sliced-up body haunts me, and I wish I could hide from it. Why did she do it? Why now? She was supposed to be better.  
 
    Next to her body, she wrote a message on the wall. ‘I can’t face him. I’m sorry, Fae. Run to the clouds.’ 
 
    At the end of the message was a drawing of an eye, with two lines projecting from the bottom. One was longer and ended in a spiral. The other was short and ended in a triangle. A streaky, dripping eyebrow completed the image.  
 
    It must have been the symbol Barbra hallucinated and feared. There was something odd about the message and drawing. It looked unnatural, or too natural. Shiny. Red. Dripping.  
 
    I shiver and hug my knees.  
 
    A sound tickles my ear. Something distant. Small. 
 
    I blink and return to the world.  
 
    “Fae,” says Sunny. 
 
    I want to respond. Instead, I stare at the wall next to my poster, shaking.  
 
    “Fae.” 
 
    I see him now. Metal, impervious to pain. I wish I was him.  
 
    “Oh hell, Fae. What do we do?” 
 
    He’s asking me? I open my mouth to say…what? I shut it and lower my head, my gaze landing on my hands. They’re streaked with blood.  
 
    I scream and shuffle back on the carpet. The pungent smell of it makes me scrunch my nose. My heart flutters as I stare at them in horror. Why am I bloody? 
 
     Sunny raises his hands and lowers them calmingly. “Fae, you’re safe now.” 
 
    I look up at him slowly as I remember. I pulled the scissors from her chest. Why did I do that? I don’t know. It just felt wrong to leave them inside her.  
 
    “We’re going to be all right. I can get us through this,” he says.  
 
    His kindness reaches me even through my foggy mind.  
 
    “I’ll call the police,” he says. 
 
    Yes. That’s what you do. But then when they come, they’ll question me. I’ll have to see her pale face and lifeless eyes again. A cold dread runs up my spine. I can’t.  
 
    The image of her blinks into my mind anyway. 
 
    I swallow the acrid bile that rises in my throat and force away the horrific image.  
 
    Barbra’s note appears before me. ‘I can’t face him. Run to the clouds.’ She had written it with her dying hand. 
 
    “We have to go,” I manage to say.  
 
    “What about the police?” he asks.  
 
    “We have to go,” I say more forcefully. I push myself up and stumble, feeling weak and uncoordinated. My robe falls open, and I shiver again despite my pajamas.  
 
    I stare at my bare wrists. Goosebumps dot my skin as much from my shock as the air conditioning. I glance at my bloody hands. The sight of them makes me sick. I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing it weren’t true. Why Barbra? 
 
    I stumble to the bathroom to wash up. The water is hot, almost scalding. Fitting for this hell. I soap and scrub vigorously, trying to erase the memory as much as the blood. 
 
    I start toward the door, then look at my pajamas. Clothes. I need them. I stagger over to my dresser and pull out shorts and a T-shirt. Somehow, I dress myself.  
 
    Sunny grabs his bag. His seal, Bean, sticks out of the top.  
 
    I glance absently at my bear but turn away. That part of my life is over. I grab my bag and walk out of my room, numb and cold. Something makes me look toward Barbra’s door. I nearly collapse.  
 
    Sunny reaches up to help steady me. “Come on. I’ll help you.” He extends an arm around my waist to steady me.  
 
    “Call the police now, but we’re leaving,” I say. 
 
    He does.  
 
    I walk down the street, but I don’t even remember leaving the house. The warm summer air suffocates me. It’s a stark contrast to the cold air inside. The slight breeze feels strange on my skin, like the antennae of some giant insect, ready to devour me. Despite the heat, the sky is overcast. Its gray pallor weighs on me, and each step is like walking through mud.  
 
    I continue forward, focusing only on the next step until my feet ache and dusk takes the sky. I slow, then stumble as if my feet are so used to walking they can’t stop.  
 
    Sunny looks up at me, a frown on his face. “Where are we, Fae?” 
 
    I’m alone on a dark street. Buildings are in disrepair, and trash litters the side of the road. I don’t recognize this part of town. But at least I’m away from the horror.  
 
    Someone grunts from across the street.  
 
    I jump back.  
 
    A gruff man with jutting ears and a hard face eyes me.  
 
    His look is like worms crawling under my skin. I feel exposed and at risk. What would I do in Silent City? Get away, then find weapons, food, and shelter. 
 
    Sunny tugs at my hand. “I’ll take us somewhere better. I’m accessing town maps now.” 
 
    I follow him, unable to do anything else. As we move on, I can’t stop thinking about the feeling of sticky scissors on my hands. Then I realize that since I touched them, I left fingerprints. My stomach flutters with anxiety. I know I should go back, but it’s obvious she killed herself. I couldn’t bear it anyway.  
 
    It’s completely dark now except for the sliver of moon trying to shine through the clouds. My legs are like lead weights, my will a shadow of itself. “We need to find somewhere to stop.”  
 
    A park appears on my right.  
 
    I pull Sunny toward it until we reach a sprawling oak tree. I don’t know how to find food or weapons. Not now. I lower myself down to the grass and shut my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    My eyes bolt open, and I gasp for breath as I wake from another nightmare. Unfortunately, I’m entering one that’s much worse, one I can’t wake up from. After a while, I manage to slow my heart and relax my clenched jaw.   
 
    The bright sun sits in a blue sky, only broken by fluffy clouds. It would be a beautiful day if I could only dispel the image of Barbra’s unseeing eyes and pale lips. 
 
    Sunny stands next to me, surveying the surrounding area. “I kept watch over you.” 
 
    I groan and prop myself up, wishing I got more than a few hours of sleep. I rub my face. Grass and dirt fall to the ground. “What about your power? You’ll run out.” 
 
    “It should be fine. I’ll be getting a lot more sun out here to recharge.” 
 
    I grab my bag, pull out my water, and take a mouthful of the sun-warmed liquid. I swish it around in my dry sour mouth, then spit.  
 
    I drink the rest of the water, thankful that we have filtered public fountains.  
 
    Barbra is dead. A wave of despair and sadness hits me like a brick falling from a crumbling building. I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she wrote.  
 
    What the hell? Don’t kill yourself, and you’d have nothing to be sorry about. Why did you do it? The doctors said you were better.  
 
    Obviously, she wasn’t. My anger drains, and I shake my head in defeat. She was sick. I should have helped her more.  
 
    “I can’t face him,” she had written. 
 
     I can only imagine what horrors she hallucinated.  
 
    That symbol, though. Why take the time to draw it? “Chim, search for an eye symbol with lines.”  
 
    A series of images appear above my q-link. I scroll through, scanning the different drawings. The eye of providence. A symbol associated with secret societies. Also known as the all-seeing eye of God, which has many religious connections. It’s similar but not quite right. I keep scrolling. 
 
    Here. The eye of Ra. It’s exactly the same. I touch the image. 
 
    A violent force that subdues Ra’s enemies. Ra, God of the Sun. A creator god from ancient Egyptian religion.  
 
    What the…it makes no sense, but I guess hallucinations probably don’t. Still, I’ll have to think more about it later in case it does mean something. I set up an alert on my q-link for any news articles about Barbra. I’ll want to read how they spin this and make sure I’m not mentioned. 
 
    My stomach growls and twists in pain. 
 
    I haven’t eaten since the day before yesterday and realize that in my haste to leave, I didn’t take food. Pain in my overfull bladder reminds me of my other needs. “Let’s go find a bathroom.” 
 
    Sunny grabs his bag and follows me.  
 
    “What do we do after that?” I ask him, knowing that I could figure it out, but wishing he’d take charge.   
 
    “You need food and shelter.” 
 
    I sigh. Obviously. “Do you have any ideas?”  
 
    “You could call child services. You’ll get food and somewhere to sleep then.” 
 
    I can’t stomach the thought. “No. We’re better off alone. People are trouble.” I force my mind to focus on solutions. “I just bought my new q-link, but I’m sure I have more royalties from my apps by now.” 
 
    He stops and turns to me. “Check.” 
 
    My stomach grumbles as I log into my bank account and scan my balance.  
 
    It’s zero.  
 
    “This is weird. I should have something,” I say, panic rising inside me. “Let me check my apps.” 
 
    A hologram of my app page materializes in front of me. All my apps are gone, and my Progs account is nonexistent. 
 
    My skin tingles with anxiety. What the hell. “I have no money,” I say, trying to wrap my head around it. For years, I survived from my programming income, but now that’s over. “What’s going on?”  
 
    He shrugs his small shoulders. “I don’t know.” 
 
    I contact customer service at my bank, then at Progs. Both tell me there’s no record of an account under my name.  
 
    I want to argue, but I just don’t have it in me.  
 
    “You could go back to the house and get food,” says Sunny. 
 
    My body shakes. Blood. So much blood. “Don’t ever suggest that again.” 
 
    He looks away, his glowing mouth turning down. 
 
    “Come on.” I drag myself down the sidewalk, feeling like I’m in full military gear.  
 
    We reach a convenience store and enter. A few customers stand in line at the automatic checkout, while others browse various goods.  
 
    I walk up and down the rows until I find the manager. “Do you have a bathroom, sir?” 
 
    He glances at Sunny, then points to a sign that reads, ‘Restroom for paying customers only.’ 
 
    I drop my head and sigh. My bladder is ready to explode. I pull Sunny outside and walk around the building to the back alley. It’s empty besides two dumpsters and a crushed soda can.  
 
    I duck behind a dumpster. “Keep watch. I don’t want anyone to see me.”  
 
    “You can count on me.” 
 
    When I’m done, I say, “Let’s go find a bench and think about our next steps.” 
 
    We return to the park, and I move to the tree-lined walkway to avoid a scruffy looking beggar. A pair of blue jays zip from branch to branch in an old oak tree. I wish I were like them and could fly away.  
 
    I stumble and nearly trip on a branch that lies on the sidewalk. A weapon. I pick it up, break off some smaller twigs, and I have a staff.  
 
    Sunny looks up at me and tilts his head. 
 
    “Just in case we run into trouble.”  
 
    We find a faded wooden bench. I prop my staff on it and sit.  
 
    Two young men in baseball caps stand by a tree, chatting. One wears an older model q-link, but the other has none. He must have the Evo. I scowl and turn to watch two kids throw a holographic football. Another boy slashes a holographic sword to cut down incoming flying aliens. A breeze blows by, ruffling my hair and bringing the smell of someone’s floral perfume.  
 
    “What do we do now?” I ask. “I’m starving.” 
 
    One of the kids throws the football, but his friend misses it. It hits the ground next to me, disappears, and reappears back in the kid’s hands.  
 
    “There are some plants over there. You could eat those,” says Sunny, pointing to some shrubs. 
 
    Yite. What am I a rabbit? “I can’t eat just any plant. Only certain ones.” 
 
    “Oh. I’ll research edible weeds.” 
 
    “No. We need something more.” 
 
    What can I do? Beg? No. I don’t need anyone. Rob a store? No, think clearly. Images of code appear in my mind. I know I could get money with my hacking skills. I might even be able to break into Barbra’s bank account.  
 
    I swore I wouldn’t hack again, though. I almost did to help Blaze, but I didn’t, and this is different. Although I’m sure I wouldn’t hurt anyone, I’m still too upset about the last time. It’s too risky, anyway. If I were caught, they might suspect me of killing Barbra. I did touch the scissors.  
 
    I push on my stomach, trying to dismiss my hunger pains that suddenly feel worse. It doesn’t work. I circle back to my original thought. I could steal money from someone. Or just food, I guess. Oh, the convenience store would be perfect.  
 
    “Come on, Sunny. I have a plan.” I push myself up with my staff.  
 
    “Does it involve breaking the law again?” 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “I don’t like this, Fae. I wish we could think of something else. The Foster Buddy manual says that I should hug you when you’re upset, but that’s no good.” He looks away and shakes his head. “How about farming?”  
 
    I snort a nervous laugh. “That takes a little longer than I’d like.” I tug at my shirt. I’ve been cautious my entire life, but I’m too hungry to care anymore. “Remember the fourth law. Sometimes you have to break rules.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?”  
 
    “We’re going to steal food.” 
 
    “I don’t need any,” he says in all seriousness.  
 
    “Really, since when?” 
 
    “I’m not biological. I only require—” He cuts off as he sees my smile. “Oh, you know I don’t need food. Good one.”  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    We stop across the street from the convenience store. Not only do they seem like an easy mark, but I’m also mad that they didn’t let me pee.  
 
    I eye the twenty-something security guard, who walks the block with a holstered handgun. He looks alert and fit, but he’s only one person, and I doubt he’d shoot me for shoplifting. Besides, I won’t be caught.  
 
    “Chim,” I whisper. “Show me all networked devices at Family Convenience.”  
 
    A list appears in front of me. I scan it and see that they don’t have any cameras. It’s on.  
 
    I bring up a holographic map and search for an escape path. “Sunny, wait behind this building.” I point to a location. “If something happens, meet me here.” I indicate another area. 
 
    “I hate to leave you. What if you need me?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Just hold my staff.” I rub his head to try to calm my anxiety. “Now go.” 
 
    Sunny’s glowing eyes look up at me for a moment, then he turns and leaves. 
 
    I pull my bag strap further up my arm and walk toward the store, my nerves spiking. I take a breath and try to appear relaxed as I enter. 
 
    There are a few people inside but not many. I look around until I see the security mirrors so I can find a location, which isn’t as visible. I pass by the bathroom and into the aisles of food.  
 
    All right, what should I take? I pass some chips and cookies and then find packs of protein bars. That’s it. I stretch and casually look around, then reach for a box, my heart racing.  
 
    An old woman with a gigantic nose strolls into the aisle. 
 
    Diablo! I drop my hand to my side.  
 
    Why is she looking at me? Wait, does she know? No. Just try to look normal for once. I bend down and examine a pack of soy jerky.  
 
    She looks past me, then turns to leave. 
 
    Now! I open my bag and shove in two boxes of protein bars. 
 
    I look around me again. No one saw. Hell yes. This is easy. I should get a toothbrush too.  
 
    I slip down the next aisle and wait for my opportunity. When no one is around, I take a toothbrush, toothpaste, and floss. 
 
    This is hardly even stealing. Mouth hygiene is very important. I pass by a survival knife and grab that too. It’s always smart to upgrade weapons. I wait at the end of the aisle until the manager turns away, and then I slip out of the building. I’m a master! 
 
    Wooh. Wooh. Wooh. An alarm blares. 
 
    What the…. Oh, hell. They must have microchips in the boxes. I frantically search the area to find the security guard. He’s one store over and, unluckily, in the direction I planned on running.  
 
    Adrenaline pumping, I sprint the opposite way, catching a glimpse of Sunny’s glowing eyes where I told him to wait.  
 
    The security guard takes off after me. “Stop!” 
 
    I bolt down the street. My bag bumps against me and slows my run, so I grip it with one arm and pump the other.  
 
    I zip down another street, putting all my strength into my escape. Unfortunately, I don’t have much energy since I’m so hungry and tired. I’m also not nearly as fast as I am in-game or even as fast as I used to be since I’ve grown lax.  
 
    I glance back again, fear overwhelming me. The guard is catching up. I see a building across the street with a ladder and sprint over to it. Maybe he won’t climb after me. It’s just shoplifting.  
 
    I grip rail after rail, pulling myself up with urgency. When I’m about halfway up, I peek down.  
 
    The guard climbs after me, his thick hands propelling him upward. “Turn yourself in,” he yells. Then to himself, “Not paid enough for this.” 
 
    Turn myself in? Yite. I’m never going to jail again.  
 
    I crest the roof and pull myself over. I scan the area, looking for an escape ladder or door. There’s nothing to my left, but a few feet to the right, a paint-chipped door brings me hope. I run to it and twist the knob.  
 
    It won’t budge. I slam my hands into the door and yell in frustration. 
 
    The guard’s plume of black hair appears over the edge, then his scowling face. “You have nowhere to run. Just give up.” 
 
    Hell no. I glance around the area, trying to figure out what to do. I stand there frozen as he jumps onto the roof. He charges at me, and before I can react, he grabs for my arm. I twist away, and he stumbles off balance.  
 
    Hell, how do I escape? I’ll need to do something daring, but what? A crazy idea comes to me, and before I can talk myself out of it, I sprint across the roof, my sneakers squeaking.  
 
    The guard growls, and his footsteps accelerate. As I cut through the air, I feel like I’m back in Silent City, back in my element. I can do this.  
 
    My pumping adrenaline lends me speed as the gap between buildings emerges. With every step, it appears wider, and my nerves grow tenfold.  
 
    Five steps, four. The gap seems enormous now. Too big? I could bail by rolling against the edge, and it would be over.  
 
    No. 
 
    Three steps, Two. My eyes are wide now, my heart thumping in fear and exertion.  
 
    One. I launch myself toward the other roof. My stomach lurches, and the reality of my impulsive choice catches up with me.  
 
    The other edge gets closer. Maybe…  
 
    I begin to dip in the air, still feet from the other side. A burst of terror screams through me. I’m close now but falling fast. My legs and stomach pass below the peak of the roof. Then my chest and face.  
 
    I stretch both arms up and curl my fingers. They just manage to grip the sun-heated roof. My face smacks into the brick wall, and stars burst in front of me. My arms tremble but hold.  
 
    “Stupid kid,” says the guard.  
 
    I strain and pull, beginning to lift myself up. I can do this. The shaking in my arms magnifies, and my progress slows. My grip weakens, and I begin to slide. I peer at the street three stories down, fear coursing through me. There’s nothing but concrete to pad my fall.  
 
    Oh hell no.  
 
    “I can’t help you now,” he says. 
 
    I scramble my feet against the wall and lunge my arm up further. My one hand scrapes down while my other loses its grip.  
 
    I tumble, my arms flailing. 
 
    I’ve fallen in-game a hundred times, but in real life, it’s terrifying. Wind rushes by as the dread of what I’m facing strangles me. A thousand thoughts collide in my mind, but the impending pain is all I can focus on.  
 
    I just need to—  
 
    My foot smacks into the ground, and I throw myself into a roll. My shoulder collides into the street and grinds against the pavement, ripping my shirt. I roll once, then crash into the wall.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I howl in pain, my jaw clenched tight. I try to breathe but choke on blood. After a moment of writhing in agony, my eyes open. I push myself onto my side with a groan and spit blood to clear my throat. I suck in a breath and grab my nose. Pain lances through it. It’s probably broken.  
 
    I twist to look back at the other rooftop. 
 
    The security guard stares down at me, his eyebrows raised. He shakes his head. “You’re lucky you’re not more hurt. Stay there. I’m coming to you,” he says before leaving.  
 
    I try to push myself up, but my ankle spikes with pain and gives out. I slump against the wall and squeeze my eyes shut as I recover. “Chim, bring up a map of the area.” 
 
    A hologram appears before me. To my left is the back alley behind the main street.  
 
    I limp down the empty alley, careful to avoid putting too much pressure on my injured ankle. I catch my blood in my shirt so I don’t leave a trail. When I finally turn down the other alley, I see what I was hoping to find. A dumpster.  
 
    I crawl over, stand on one leg, and dive inside. The smell of rotting food overwhelms me. I gag but manage to keep from throwing up. I pull the top closed, and I’m engulfed in stinky, humid darkness.  
 
    Even though I’m amazing in Silent City, I’m pathetic in the real world. Weak, slow, small, and now hiding in a dumpster, like a piece of trash. 
 
    “Chi—” I try to speak, but I choke on blood again. I cough and tilt my head forward so the blood can drip from my nose. “Chim, contact Sunny. Give him my location.” 
 
    I pinch my nose, shut my eyes against the pain, and wait, hoping the guard leaves me alone. 
 
    “Kid. Kid. Where are you?” I hear him call from a distance. 
 
    Footsteps approach, and my breathing accelerates.  
 
    “Oh, who cares about this anyway,” he says and walks away. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. At least there’s that. Luckily, he wasn’t a robotic security guard. They would never let anyone escape.  
 
     After a while, Sunny says, “Fae? Are you in there?” 
 
    I groan as I stand and push the top open.  
 
    “What are you doing in there?” he asks. “That’s for trash.” 
 
    I manage to pull myself over the edge and drop to the ground. My injured ankle strikes the pavement, and another wave of pain nearly makes me vomit.  
 
    “Fae, you’re bleeding. I knew I shouldn’t have left you.” 
 
    “It’s not bad, but my ankle is hurt too.” 
 
    “Let me scan it to make sure it’s not broken. I’ll learn how to splint it if necessary.” He runs his eyes over my ankle and nods. “It’s not broken. It must be a sprain.” 
 
    “Good. We have to get out of here. Hand me that,” I say, pointing to my stick. “Help me up if you can too.” 
 
    His arm extends as he lifts me up. I push on my stick and manage to stand. Pain throbs in my ankle, but I grit my teeth and bear it. I’ve faced worse in my third hell.  
 
    I limp down the alley, leaning on Sunny and my staff.  
 
    “Did you get food?” he asks. 
 
    My stomach growls at its mention, but I can barely think about eating with all the blood in my mouth. “I got some. I’ll eat later.” 
 
    “We should find a house. Even though Stroudsburg has high occupancy rates, section L has several abandoned homes. We won’t have to walk far. I’ll lead us to them.” 
 
    With a hand resting on Sunny’s head and another on my staff, I hobble along in a jolting step-leap movement that sends waves of pain through my ankle. After a short but agonizing walk, we come across a boarded-up house. Bottles and other trash are strewn about in a yard of foot-high grass and weeds.  
 
    “Here?” asks Sunny.  
 
    I shake my head. It’s obviously abandoned, but something about it doesn’t feel right. “Let’s go a little further.” 
 
    After another painful distance, we find another abandoned house. The red and blue siding and sloping roof can’t help but remind me of my childhood home. “This is good.” 
 
    We sneak around to the back. One of the windows is missing two boards, but it’s still too small of a hole. 
 
    “We’ll need to pry off a board.” I tug at one, but it’s too strong. I sigh.  
 
    I scan the backyard, looking for something to use. Oh. I pick up one of the boards that has previously been removed and wedge it between the others. “Help me push this,” I say. 
 
    Sunny’s arms extend to grab our lever. 
 
    “One, two, three.”  
 
    We push, and the board pops off. I help Sunny inside and then jump in myself. 
 
    Sunny’s eyes offer just enough light to allow us to navigate through the dining room. The musty air makes me wrinkle my nose.  
 
    I try a light switch. It doesn’t work. 
 
    “Sunny, make your eyes brighter so we can see.” 
 
    He does, and the room illuminates. A few rats scurry away into a hole in the wall.  
 
    Not quite as welcoming as I hoped. “I’m going to see if the water works and use the bathroom. Shine your eyes here, but don’t look.” 
 
    Across from the toilet, an old coffee mug sits on the sink. It reads, ‘Those who would give up essential liberty, to purchase a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.’ 
 
    Looks like another freedom lover lived here.  
 
    The water is still on, so I wash the blood off my face and out of my clothes the best I can. I brush and floss, then return to the dining room.  
 
    My stomach growls. 
 
    “Sunny, toss me one of those protein bars.” 
 
    He rummages around in my bag and throws me a bar. I tear it open and devour it, remembering all the times that I pushed on my empty stomach to dull my hunger pains. 
 
     I do my best to clean an area with my foot and then find a blanket in a closet to sit on.  
 
     I sigh as the pain in my ankle finally dulls. “We just need to stay the night, and I’ll be healed enough. Then we can find another place.” 
 
    I scan through other news to distract myself, unable to handle my new reality yet.  
 
    One reads, ‘The Oversight Committee has rejected a budget increase for the NIA.’  
 
    Good. Those losers deserve nothing.  
 
    Another says, ‘The South American tech corporation Neurôdados is leading Xyphotech’s Evo in the race to bring their brain implant to the international market.’ 
 
    Let’s hope they both lose.  
 
    A third says, ‘Anna McCloud, a Cardinal Post board member, removed from duty after a schizophrenic break.’ 
 
    Diablo, that’s strange. I click on the article.  
 
    A hologram of a plump white woman with a puffy face and gray hair appears before me. 
 
    I search for important information and find no family history of mental illness, and that she was unresponsive to typically successful medications, just like Barbra. Weird. She’s the third suddenly schizophrenic woman in Stroudsburg in a week.  
 
     Something is going on, but I’m too tired and in pain to care right now. I’ll figure it out later.  
 
    “Alert. New Infoworld Media article about Barbra,” says my q-link.” 
 
    I prefer less biased news than the huge media company reports, but oh well. “Read it.” 
 
    “Breaking news. Barbra Scavo, fifty-six, found dead in her home on Lindon Street,” says Chim.  
 
    Her dead body invades my thoughts, and I grimace. I’ll miss you, Barbra.  
 
    “It has been ruled a murder,” says Chim. “Police are hunting for the primary suspect, Fae Luna, Barbra’s foster child.”  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    A jolt of fear shoots through me, and I bolt up to a seated position. Murder suspect? No. What? It was a suicide. She left a note. She was schizophrenic. But maybe they think I wrote the note. A gnawing pain grips my stomach. I touched the scissors.  
 
    “Why do they think you killed her?” asks Sunny. 
 
    I lower and hold my head, feeling like the world is unraveling. Is that why they shut down my accounts? Or is there something else going on? “I really don’t know what’s happening.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s because you left.” 
 
    “I’m sure that didn’t help.” I scan through the article, my hands shaking.  
 
    It doesn’t mention anything about schizophrenia or a suicide note, only that my fingerprints were on the scissors. I rub my forehead in a panic, trying to decide what to do. I glance frantically around the room and toward the window. Should I bolt?  
 
    No. I doubt anyone knows I’m here. Still, I could have been seen or filmed.  
 
     “Chim, route all traffic through my virtual private network,” I say. “Sunny, I don’t want anyone gaining access to you. You’re going to need to disconnect from the mesh.” 
 
    He turns to me, and I swear his eyes look concerned. “I won’t be able to learn anything or help you as much. The things we’re dealing with are new to me.” 
 
    “We can’t risk you becoming compromised. If Chim is, I can get another q-link, but we can’t get another you.” 
 
    “What are we going to do? I think we need help. You should call Blaze.” 
 
    My stomach drops at the thought. “People are always trouble. You know this, Sunny. Every person in my life has hurt me.” I shake my head, feeling sick. “Even Barbra brought a huge problem down on us.” 
 
    “I think we need someone. We have no money, you’re hurt, and you’re wanted for murder.” 
 
    “No. I’ll figure things out,” I say. 
 
    “What do we do then?” 
 
    “I don’t know right now. We should have time, and I need rest anyway. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.” I lie down on my blanket and stare at the ceiling, doing my best to ignore the cobwebs.  
 
    I always thought one of my skills was coming up with options; today, I can’t conjure even one. Maybe it has something to do with the scratchy, stale blanket beneath me, or how I can tell a child once lived here. Who was she, and what did she think about when she stared at the ceiling? What happened to her? It can’t be good, or there wouldn’t be so much stuff abandoned here. It proves that even if a country is prosperous, there are always people who suffer. 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I wake up on my blanket and groan. At least it provided a little padding. My fitful night of sleep was terrible, especially when some creature, probably one of the rats, ran over my legs. I shiver at the thought.  
 
    Sunny stands over me in sleep mode.  
 
    “Sunny.” 
 
    His eyes light up. “Morning, Fae.” 
 
    “I wish you would have guarded me from the rats.” 
 
    He looks down. “Sorry. I’m low on power.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m just tired. I barely slept since I was so worried. Will you hand me my bag?” 
 
    Sunny picks it up and walks over to me. I pull out two protein bars and eat them. 
 
    “We need to come up with a plan,” says Sunny. “You’re wanted for murder.” 
 
    The issue that made sleep nearly impossible slams back into me like a cascading computer failure.  
 
    What should I do? I have no money, and the police are after me. There’s no way I’d turn myself in, so I suppose I have to run. But I need cash to make that possible. I was going to program apps, but there’s no time for that now. I need to get out of Stroudsburg, and for that, I need money.  
 
    “How can we get cash, Sunny?”  
 
    “We could work instead of doing something illegal.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m wanted for murder. I can’t be seen.” 
 
    “We could wear masks,” he says. 
 
    “Let’s get a Jack Trackton mask for you, and I’ll be the president. We can charge money for autographs.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will work.” 
 
    “That’s sarcasm. Remember I told you about that?” 
 
    “Oh, I understand,” he says. 
 
    So what can I do? I glance at my q-link. I know I could make money hacking, but my recent failure still makes me sick, and I said I wouldn’t. I’d be devastated if I hurt someone else.  
 
    How else can I avoid capture, though? I need funds to escape.  
 
    I try to come up with other options, but after a while, I sigh and slump forward. There’s nothing. I rub my face and lean back, feeling defeated.  
 
    I suppose I could put my vow on hold if I’m careful. I don’t have to abandon it. It would only be one hack, and then I’d never do it again. I guess I have no choice.  
 
    I consider possible attacks that wouldn’t hurt anyone or be too hard. After devising several options, I select one. “I have an idea that shouldn’t be too risky,” I say. “It’s illegal, but that’s our new life, I guess.” 
 
    Sunny lowers his head. “Diablo. I don’t like it.”  
 
    I roll my eyes, amused as always when he uses my lingo.  
 
    I’m going to need a way to change my face for the job, though. I can’t risk being filmed or seen. Sunny wasn’t way off base about the masks. Wearing high-quality masks could work, but we have no money.  
 
    I’ve heard of illegal software that projects a holographic image over your face. That would work. I activate my proxy and virtual private network for extra protection and scan the dark mesh for the software.  
 
    The only software I can find costs more money than I’ve ever had and certainly more than my zero dollars. I might be able to steal it, but it’s risky to steal from people on the dark mesh. I decide to program the software. 
 
    After doing some research about how it works, I start coding. It takes a couple of hours, but it looks like it will work well. I lie back on the blanket and take a breather.  
 
    After several minutes, I decide to test the software and find an old woman’s face to use.  
 
    Sunny kneels near the rat hole and looks in.  
 
    “Sunny, help. Something happened to me.” 
 
    He stands and turns, then tilts his head. “You’re old. What’s happening, Fae? How can I help?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But please help me.” 
 
    He runs over. “I don’t know how. What do I do?” 
 
    I motion my hand to my q-link, and my face returns to normal. “You fixed me.” 
 
    He tilts his head again, then nods. “A joke. Very good.” 
 
    “It looks like the program was a success.” 
 
    I just need one more thing. I devise another hacking program and code for a half-hour until it’s ready. “Now, let’s get out of here and make some money.” 
 
    I transfer the face-shift software to Sunny, and since he has multiple projection points, he can entirely transform. “You’re going to be my little brother.” 
 
    I check my q-link’s power level.  
 
    Eighty percent remains, but it’s so important now that I worry about running out. “Let’s go.” I boost what looks like a boy out of the window, but my hands feel cool metal.  
 
    Sunny drops to the ground outside. 
 
    I alter my own face to a girl around my age, then grab our bags and jump out the window. My ankle throbs when I hit the ground, but it’s bearable. It should be healed enough as long as I don’t have to run. 
 
    We pass by a family with a little girl. A Foster Buddy who looks just like Sunny walks next to her.  
 
    “Look, like me,” says Sunny. 
 
    My eyes widen, and I look to see if they heard. “Shhh. Remember, you’re a boy.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he says and pouts just like a real boy.  
 
    In a short time, we reach a broad street with brick buildings on one side and a church on the other. A remote charging tower connects to my q-link, and I pause to let it boost my battery. While I wait, I consider a theoretical hack that would remove the safety limits and let me charge faster.  
 
    A few people in dress clothes meander around the church. They must not mind the heat. Nearby, a woman sits on a bench, her eagle-shaped drone pet flying above her. Its predatory eyes scan the area. Next to her, a tall gruff-looking man in a stained hoodie leans against a streetlight.  
 
    He lifts his head, and his eyes meet mine. I quickly look away. The few people shouldn’t be a problem for my plan.  
 
    I walk toward the ATM at the end of the block. I’m not even sure if I can hack an ATM. I better not fail, though, or I’ll be calling the cops right to me.  
 
    Two people in suits exit the building to my left. A large sign posted on the wall reads, ‘Norms need not apply.’  
 
    I shake my head and snort, then keep walking to the ATM. For some reason, I get the feeling the gruff man is following me, so I glance over my shoulder. He’s not there. I relax but decide to go around the corner of a building where there’s a different ATM.  
 
    On the way, I catch my reflection in a window. It’s strange to see a green-eyed girl with freckles instead of my Dominican features. I get to the ATM and look around to make sure no one is watching me.  
 
    I plan to speak through my voice-changing program, so I’m not recorded. It’s something I made for fun years ago, but now, it will be a lifesaver. “Chim, access the nearest ATM.” 
 
    “Failure,” says my q-link. “It’s illegal to access ATM networks.” 
 
    Hell. I never needed to worry about that before. Like that will stop me, though. I scan through my settings until I find the relevant one, then program in a workaround.  
 
    “Chim, access the same ATM.” 
 
    My q-link connects to the network, and the firewall appears before me. I grin and initiate my attack program. I researched how to hack ATMs, but information like that is always outdated. Still, it gives me a starting point. I’ll need to be active to make this work. Nobody ever said it would be easy to hack a bank. 
 
    Verbal programming commands are best, but hand movements speed the process even more. My fingers fly into motion. “Strike line seven and replace with variant C. Initiate lines eight through ten.” 
 
    Defensive programs protecting their firewall spring to life. They are complex and powerful and begin to stall my attack.  
 
    I pore over the code, looking for anything that I can use against them.  
 
    A tracker comes online and immediately tries to locate me.  
 
    Oh hell. I can’t let them find out who I am. My breathing accelerates, and sweat drips down my side as I imagine police throwing me into a jail cell. I do my best to shake off my distraction and work faster. I just need to…there. I find an exploit. “Initiate hotkeys seventeen, three, and seven.”  
 
    The defensive programs freeze, and their firewall crumbles. I’m in. Seconds later, digital dollar bills are piling up in the money slot. I grab them and shove them into my bag.  
 
    Sunny, the boy, squats and watches pigeons that peck at insects.  
 
    “Come on, Sunny. We did it.” 
 
    I turn around and crash into someone. 
 
    The gruff man in the hoodie stands in front of me, his hard eyes fixed on my bag.  
 
    Panic instantly grips my heart. I try to step around him. 
 
    He moves to block my path. “Give me the money, and I’ll let you go.” 
 
    Possible actions flood my brain. Fight? Talk? Run?  
 
    In Silent City, I would knee him in the balls, slam him in the temple, and stab him in the heart.  
 
    Almost time for the third law, but first. “Sorry, sir. I just really need this money. Can I keep half?” I ask, hoping that, somehow, he has a heart.  
 
    He laughs. “Give me it now.” 
 
    I knee him in his groin as hard as I can, but rather than continue my attack, I whip around, grab Sunny, and plant my foot to run.  
 
    Intense pain shoots through my ankle as it gives out. I sprawl on the ground. Sunny flies several feet forward and clatters on the sidewalk. I push myself up, fear driving me on.  
 
    I take two steps toward Sunny, and I’m jerked backward off my feet. I’m momentarily hovering in the air as I scream in shock, then I’m smashed onto the concrete.  
 
    Pain overwhelms me. I clutch my body and cringe as I rock back and forth. I squeeze my eyes shut and clench my fists until the pain subsides. I open my eyes and look up. 
 
    The man looms over me, holding my bag with the money. The other bag is still on my arm. He leans down, his face inches from mine, his warm acrid breath blowing on me.  
 
    I crinkle my nose and twist my head away. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have hit me.” 
 
    I feel like I’m ten again with my brute foster father standing over me, chewing me out and smacking me around.  
 
    The hooded man says nothing as he wraps his rough hands around my neck. My eyes widen as I struggle for breath. I punch at him, weakly, wishing I had my Trexstar K10 laser.  
 
    The world darkens around me.  
 
    He suddenly stops and yells. “What the heck?” 
 
    I gasp for breath as my vision returns. Sunny is next to him, poking the man with what looks like a boy’s finger, but it’s probably his soldering gun.  
 
    He turns and kicks Sunny in the head. Sunny clangs to the ground and scrapes along the concrete. The man pulls out some type of baton.  
 
    At least Sunny has a chance against that.  
 
    An arc of current sparks around the end of the baton.  
 
    Oh no. Stun baton. That could short out Sunny’s neural net. Even if I reprogrammed him, it would be like starting over. He’d be dead. 
 
     I reach into my bag and grab the knife I stole. With a grunt, I push myself up, grab Sunny’s bag, and charge the man, ignoring the spikes of pain in my ankle.  
 
    Sunny’s seal, Bean, flies from the bag, but I pound forward.  
 
    The mugger doesn’t turn around. 
 
    I lift my knife to his exposed back. I could easily kill him, and we’d be safe. I’ve done it a thousand times in-game, but my arm won’t move. It just feels wrong to sink the blade into flesh instead of holograms.  
 
    The man wheels around. His eyes widen at the knife, but his baton whips up and smacks it fifteen feet out of my hand. A surge of electricity stuns me until his other fist crashes into my face.  
 
    Stars explode around me, and I collapse limply on the ground. I open my eyes after a second of darkness and touch my face where he hit me. Blood smears on my fingers.  
 
    The man is a few feet from Sunny, scowling and sparking his baton. “You’re going to get it now, you little punk.” 
 
    He’s going to kill him. Still dazed, I look around for help.  
 
    A couple walks hastily away on the other side of the road, only sparing us a glance.  
 
    Of course. “Sunny,” I yell. 
 
    The man turns, lowers his eyebrows at me, then sparks his baton over Sunny. 
 
    In a panic, I force myself to think of a plan, my gaze darting around the area. The woman with the drone eagle gets up from her bench, and an idea comes to me.  
 
    “Chim, access the nearby drone pet, and activate attack program delta.” In an instant, my program breaks through the simple defenses, and I control the drone. I target the mugger.  
 
    It speeds toward him with an eagle’s screech. He looks up just before its beak stabs into his face. His stun baton flips into the air and clatters to the ground. The eagle crashes next to it.  
 
    I grunt and push myself up to run for the baton. I take only one step before tripping and falling. My palms scape on the ground.  
 
    Stupid ankle.  
 
    Sunny jumps up, his green eyes flaring with determination. He grabs the baton, shoves it against the mugger’s face, and shocks him. The man spasms and collapses.  
 
    Thankfully, Sunny looks like a boy instead of a robot, or someone might have realized what he is. He jogs over and helps me to my feet. I take a step toward the man to get my money back.  
 
    The man groans and pushes himself up.  
 
    I frown, not wanting to mess with him again, and pull the other bag’s strap further up my shoulder. At least I still have my toothbrush. I grab Sunny’s hand and jog the other way, leaving the money behind. Hell. I probably won’t be able to pull off another ATM hack.  
 
    I glance at my q-link to check my power.  
 
    Diablo, it’s at ten percent. If my face-shift hologram fails, I’ll be screwed. I had to run away from the charging tower to escape. Should I go back? 
 
    Police sirens blare somewhere in that direction.  
 
    I can’t go back. I hustle down another street as quickly as I can manage with my injured ankle. This latest disaster definitely set back my healing. I pass by a bank that certainly has cameras outside and check my q-link again.  
 
    Five percent. 
 
    Oh hell. “Come on, Sunny.” I jog again and wince in pain at every step. We turn down an alley and then two more.  
 
    My q-link beeps. One percent. I rush up to the house and climb into the window. On the way in, my shoelace gets stuck on a nail. I tumble to the ground inside with a grunt.  
 
    Oww. I lie there for a second, then crawl over to my blanket and collapse.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    SELF-AWARE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunny stands over me. “I’m going to scan you to make sure you have no serious injuries.” 
 
    I’m too fried to respond. 
 
    “You have several contusions and minor cuts but no serious damage.” 
 
    That’s good at least. Too bad I’m in so much pain. “I’m sorry I lost Bean. I know how much you like him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Fae. You are much more important to me. Even though I never told you, I consider you to be my mother.” 
 
    Awww. He’s not human, but I feel closer to him than anyone in forever. I hug his metal body. You would think it would be unpleasant, but when he wraps his little arms around me, I feel loved. “Thank you, Sunny.” 
 
    “What are we going to do, Fae? Things are even worse now.” 
 
    You’re telling me. First, I need to charge my q-link. “Hold on. I need to do something, then we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Most people have ambient power in their houses to charge all devices. Maybe I can extend the neighbor’s power beyond the borders of their house. I was hoping I’d be done hacking after the ATM, but what choice do I have now? If I’m going to avoid the police, I need to do this.  
 
    I access the neighbor’s power network, and the defensive program projects from my wrist. It’s child’s play, but I’ll only have seconds before my battery dies. Am I fast enough? 
 
    I scan the code, then attack with a flurry of commands. I hack as fast as I can, but my dwindling battery distracts me. I force my mind to focus and execute the final lines. 
 
    An instant before my battery dies, I break through and extend the electric field in my direction. My q-link’s power increases. I wait until it’s full, then undo my hack.  
 
    I lie back down. “Let’s figure out our next steps.” 
 
    “I think we need help. We should contact Blaze.” 
 
    I’d love to have someone save me, especially since I don’t know if I can do this alone, but… “Another person will only make things worse.” 
 
    He sits next to me and rests his hand on mine. “Fae. You have several injuries, we still have no money, and you’re wanted for murder. Things can’t get much worse.” 
 
    I want to argue, but I’m just too tired. I twist to my side, my dark curls draping over my face. 
 
    “This seems too big for you to handle, and Blaze is your friend.” 
 
    “But the second law,” I say. 
 
    He frowns. “I know. But you broke it once.” 
 
    The hug Barbra gave me when I said I wanted her to adopt me thawed my icy core. I wouldn’t have admitted it then, but I felt safe.  
 
    The image of scissors protruding from her chest flashes before my eyes.  
 
    I push it away. “It was a disaster. I can’t go through something like that again. I don’t need anybody anyway.”  
 
    “But I do. Will you call her for me? It won’t be like that again,” he says, his hand squeezing mine.  
 
    His little pleading voice makes me want to despite what I went through. “I can’t call her. I didn’t help her with the hack. Do you understand? She needed me, and I wasn’t there. Now, I need her, and she’s supposed to come running? I can’t call her. I can’t.” 
 
    “You wanted to do the hack, though. You had the complication with Barbra. Maybe you can tell Blaze that.” 
 
    I nod slowly. Maybe she would understand. Who knows? It would be nice to have help to get on my feet, at least. After that, I can leave and take care of myself again. 
 
    What if she got arrested for her hack since I didn’t help, though? I would feel terrible. I guess there is only one way to find out. “I’ll contact her.” And suddenly, I’m ready to break the second law again. I can’t wait until this blows up in my face. 
 
    At least if I plead to her as StarFeather, she’ll be more likely to listen. In-game, she was always there for me. “Chim, access Silent City.” 
 
    “Your account has been deleted.” 
 
    What? No way! “Chim, access the game archives.” They store deleted accounts for a while. I can get it back.  
 
    After a short hack, I’m into the archives. I scan through the deleted accounts. It’s not there. I smack the ground. Hell, this is cracked. It has to be connected to my deleted apps and Progs account.   
 
    I check to see if there’s any record of my account and find that they’ve accused me of violating the service agreement for the second time. I’m also banned from starting new accounts for six months. There’s no way I violated anything, but it’s not as if I can contact them since I’m a wanted criminal. 
 
    Silent City was always a rewarding, safe escape for me, and now, it’s over. A year of progress on my character, StarFeather, is lost forever. I’ll need another way to contact Blaze now too. 
 
    I’ll have to hack into the game and get her data. The servers are local, so she should at least be on this side of the state. I access the game, and after a few minutes, I locate her name and contact information.  
 
    Naveha Jain. She lives in Stroudsburg. That helps. I lift my q-link to call, then lower it, biting my lip. I imagine Blaze’s anger since I didn’t help her. I don’t know if I can take it. I sigh and call her anyway. 
 
    “Hello,” she says. 
 
    For a moment, I say nothing, then hesitantly, I say, “Blaze, it’s me, StarFeather.” 
 
    “How did you get my number? How do I know it’s even you?” 
 
    I think of all our in-game interactions, all of our victories, strategies, and conversations. What could I tell her? “I’m not nearly as shapely as my avatar.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You said you had a hard time believing I could be such a great leader and so shapely. I’m short and thin.” 
 
    “So, it’s really you?” 
 
    “It is,” I say, my voice cracking and pitiful.” Then in a rush, I say, “Everything is falling apart. I wanted to help you, but then something horrible happened. And then I was mugged, and I don’t know what to do anymore,” I say, feeling myself begin to break down.  
 
    “Shhh. Shhh. It will be all right. Come here. I’ll help you.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    The sun shines down, and birds chirp happily in the distance, making things seem less bleak. I walk down the busy streets, trying to step carefully without drawing attention to my limp.  
 
    I check my q-link’s power level for the third time, even though it’s almost full. Nearly running out sure did a number on me. With this amount of power, my holographic disguise will easily last. Just a regular girl walking with her little brother.  
 
    I can’t help wondering how much Blaze has in common with her toned, attractive avatar. She’s probably a slob with no teeth. Everyone always wants his or her avatar to look good. I think of mine, tall, muscular, someone who could lead. Not someone like me.  
 
    We step up to a tall apartment building in the bad part of town. The overgrown grass does nothing to distract from the colorful curses graffitied on the pavement, shed, and even the complex’s lower levels. It looks like one of the dilapidated buildings in Silent City.  
 
    Sweat drips down my body, but I’m not sure if it’s from my nerves or the summer heat.  
 
    I walk through the open entryway and take the elevator to her floor. I lift my hand to knock on her door, but hesitate and murmur to Sunny, “Remember to talk dumb. She can’t know what you are. This is very important.”  
 
    His little-boy head nods in a rather robotic way.  
 
    I considered temporarily overwriting his language programming, but it feels wrong, like duct taping a child’s mouth shut. He was always good around Barbra. I’ll just have to trust him.  
 
    I take a deep breath and knock.  
 
    Blaze appears before me in a tank top. She has the same pretty face, the same full lips, and the same smooth, dark skin. She’s even wearing a colorful headband. She’s just like her avatar. All except her right arm and shoulder, which is a chromed metal cybernetic enhancement.  
 
    I meet her eyes, and although they’re the same ones I’ve seen a hundred times, they’re red and puffy.  
 
    She squints down at Sunny, then back at me. “StarFeather?” 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    She motions us in.  
 
    We enter her small one-bedroom apartment. My q-link connects and begins to restore the power I used on the way.  
 
    Scratches and stains mar the walls, and a fist-sized hole gapes in the ceiling, exposing support beams above a coffee table. A small pile of drywall dust lies on the table next to a laughing Buddha statue. There’s no other furniture.  
 
    “Sorry about the place. I just moved in,” she says, sweeping up the drywall dust with her hands.  
 
    It’s a million times nicer than the house I just left. At least there are no rats…I think. “I’m just happy for your help.” 
 
    “And who’s this little guy?” she asks, pointing to Sunny. 
 
    I let my disguise fall away. “Sunny, you can drop the hologram.” 
 
    He does and morphs into a little metal robot. 
 
    “Wow, you have military face-shift software.” She looks at me again. “You’re so much smaller than your avatar.” 
 
    I wince. And slower, weaker, and less confident.  
 
    “And so young. What are you, fifteen?” 
 
    I stop myself from rolling my eyes. “Seventeen.” 
 
    “That’s smart to choose a taller, older avatar,” she says, oblivious to my annoyance. “It helped you command.” 
 
    My heart lifts a little because of her compliment. I wonder how much harder it would have been to lead if my avatar looked like me. I shake my head at the thought of me standing in front of a group of soldiers, giving orders before battle. I’m sure there would be plenty of laughter before a real leader took over.  
 
    “You’re so exotic looking and what pretty golden-brown eyes.” 
 
    If she notices my blush—and how could she miss it—she doesn’t show it. 
 
    She examines me closer. “How did you get that bruise and that cut? From the mugging? Your clothes are all ripped too. And, oh my God, look at your neck.” She walks up and touches my shoulder, her other hand hovering near my bruised eye. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I turn to conceal my icy hatred toward the mugger.  
 
    “And what’s this scar?” she asks, pointing to my right wrist.  
 
    I hide my arm behind my back. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll get you fixed up,” she says, misinterpreting my body language for pain or fear. “Face-shift software is illegal. What did you need it for? Did you hack it?” 
 
    I ignore the first question, not ready to talk about it. “I didn’t want to risk it. I programmed it.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rise. “You were always my best student, but wow. I still have some tricks to teach you, though.” 
 
    I’ll need them if I’m going to figure this out and escape the police. “Looking forward to it, teacher.” 
 
    “Let me see what you’re working with?” 
 
    I raise my square-faced, black and green q-link. “It’s a Lumicode 3000,” I say with a grin. 
 
    “That’s a nice model, more advanced than mine. I like Lumicode too, not that Xyphotech garbage. And what’s this? A Foster Buddy?” she asks. 
 
    “I call him Sunny. He’s been with me for years.” 
 
    Blaze grins down at me like you would a puppy, then pulls me into a tight hug. The sweet smell of jasmine drifts around me. “Wow. I never thought we’d meet.” 
 
    I stand there for a second, completely unprepared for the affection. My face flushes when I realize it’s pressed between her boobs. I hesitantly squeeze her back. It feels strange to be touched, but at the same time, natural.  
 
    “I can’t believe some scumbag mugged you,” she says. “Didn’t you want to go to the hospital? Or don’t you have money?” 
 
    “The pain is no worse than I’ve felt a half-dozen other times. It won’t slow me down,” I say with more confidence than I feel. 
 
    Blaze looks me up and down, shaking her head. “You are StarFeather.” 
 
    Pride rises inside me, despite my weariness. 
 
    “I’ll do my best to doctor you myself, but we both know how little medical experience I have. Then you can rest while I make you food.” 
 
    My mouth waters at the thought of real food.  
 
    She takes me into the bathroom and removes a medical kit. She gently washes my cuts, then covers them with waterproof bandages. “I have a towel here for a shower, which you probably want.” 
 
    I look down at my dirty, ripped shorts and shirt and catch a whiff of rotting apple. It would be nice. 
 
    “Let me get some clothes for you.” 
 
    She returns a moment later and lays out shorts and a T-shirt. “You’ll need this too,” she says, holding up a belt before leaving.  
 
    I comb the knots out of my hair, then step into the luxuriously warm shower, letting my recent nightmares wash away with the dirt.  
 
    I walk back to the living room, dressed in Blaze’s baggy clothes.  
 
    She exits the kitchen and looks me over. “Not the best fit, but we’ll get you more clothes. Your hair looks much better, though. I’m cooking some veggie burgers. Lie down in here until I’m done,” she says, walking me to her bedroom.  
 
    A round pillow with a lotus flower image rests on the ground near the wall. Partially burnt candles encircle it. On one side, a flowing fountain trickles water next to a tall green Buddha. 
 
    Interesting. She’s into meditation like my father was. I don’t know much about her since we mostly talked about programming and the game.   
 
    I slide by her partially open closet and glance inside at her clothes.  
 
    Her eyes widen, and she pushes it shut. “Here you go,” she says, motioning to the bed. “Just relax, and I’ll bring the food to you.” She leaves.  
 
    I smile, and warmth ripples through me. She’s just as kind as she was online.  
 
    I place Sunny’s bag, which is now our only bag, down next to the bed. “Sunny, stay next to me and enter sleep mode to be safe. I’m going to lie down for a minute.” 
 
    As I crawl into bed, my eyes catch an image of the letter A, overlapping a circle that’s printed on her sheets. I wonder what that is.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Two demons tower over me. The smaller one is twisted with a skeletal face. The other is huge and ominous, with icy blue eyes that radiate evil. The Archfiend.  
 
    A crackling fire roars in the fireplace pouring forth stifling heat. Sweat clings to my shivering body.  
 
    “The truth. Give me the truth,” the Archfiend growls. 
 
    I shrink back, hoping to disappear.  
 
    He leans in and opens his mouth inhumanly wide, finger-long fangs protruding from his black gums.  
 
    My mind tells me to run or hide, but my body is frozen.  
 
    With each moment, he seems to grow. His face is flushed and twisted in rage. I wilt under his power. 
 
    “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    The fury in his voice pries open my stubborn mouth. I don’t want to say the words; I know what that will mean. I can’t resist, though, and I spill the secret. 
 
    The shadowy figure to my left lets out a pitiful moan. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. 
 
    The fleshy demon reaches out a clawed hand and shoves me.  
 
    My eyes bolt open, and I jerk my head side to side. My heart pounds, and I gulp in air. This isn’t the house I broke into. I reach for my knife before I remember that I lost it as I try to figure out where I am. Oh. Blaze’s house. She’s nowhere to be seen, but Sunny is still in sleep mode next to the bed.  
 
    My heart slows, and I stretch, feeling reborn after the long sleep. My stomach growls. I guess I missed lunch and dinner yesterday.  
 
    I test my ankle by doing a quick walk around the room, and it feels much better. I flop back on the bed. “Chim, check the news.” I scan through various articles that pop up.  
 
    ‘President of the RSA vows harsh response to three-hundred-billion in US tech tariffs and boycott of Neurôdados products.’  
 
    Looks like the trade war is heating up. I wish they’d leave it be before things get worse. 
 
    ‘Scientist claims that there is a society of humans living inside the Earth.’ 
 
    They must be reading too much fantasy.  
 
    ‘The proposed legislation for employment quotas for norms expected to pass by a landslide.’  
 
    Finally, something good for people.  
 
    ‘US Olympic course shooting team, led by Alexander Fiore called ‘The Dream Team’ by former gold medalist.’  
 
    A knock at the door. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s me, Blaze. I made breakfast for you.” 
 
    “Come in,” I say excitedly. Even though I took care of myself most of my life. It’s nice to have someone do it.  
 
    She puts down a tray with two plates of bagels with hummus and fried sweet potatoes. “I made some extra for you. You must be hungry.” 
 
    Aww, it’s something Barbra would have done. “Yum. Thanks.”  
 
    She smiles, sits down next to me, and we start to eat.  
 
    “So, what’s your real name?” she asks. 
 
    “Fae Luna.” 
 
    “Ooo. I like that. You sound mystical.” 
 
    I laugh, feeling more comfortable around her.  
 
    “I’m Naveha, but since we’re friends, you can call me Nav.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you with your hack. I really did want to.”  
 
    She sighs. “I know. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “What did you need the money for?” 
 
    “I lost my house and income because of an accident.” 
 
    My eyes trail down and land on her cybernetic arm, the light reflecting off its surface. Her look follows mine, and the corners of her lips tug down.  
 
    I jerk my gaze away, pretending that I was looking at one of her Buddhas. I’m always careful not to upset people…mostly so they don’t hit me. 
 
    She breathes out and shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says, her tone dour.  
 
    Must have been bad. I know what it’s like not to want to talk about hard things, though. “What was the full hack going to be anyway?” 
 
    “A fifty-one percent hack on BitcoinLife.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it, but what exactly is a fifty-one percent attack?” 
 
    “If someone controls more than fifty percent of the computing power that is mining a cryptocurrency, they can double-spend the coin and make tons of money.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise.  
 
    “No one has pulled off a hack like that in ten years, but I was pretty desperate. Unfortunately, they greatly increased their security after I failed. Another opportunity won’t come up.” 
 
    We finish our meal. She clears the plates and then returns. 
 
    “Why don’t you shower and get ready for the day,” she says. “I had some new clothes delivered for you. After you’re done, maybe we can talk.” 
 
    Sunny follows me into the bathroom, and I pull the curtain closed for a long shower. It’s so nice to be inside a home again. I dry, wrap myself in a towel, and step out.  
 
    Sunny sits on the ground, mechanical parts surrounding him. He glances at me as his soldering tool retracts into his arm.  
 
    Panic seizes me. “What are you doing?” I whisper. 
 
    He holds up his other arm. The back of it opens up, and the stun baton from our attacker extends outward and sparks.  
 
    My eyes widen. “Put it away. Nav can’t see this. She’ll know.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he says, and the baton disappears into his arm. “I was hoping to protect you better next time we are in trouble.” 
 
    I can’t help but love him for it. “Be more careful. She can’t find out about you.” 
 
    He nods and picks up his tools.  
 
    I dress, happy to have clothes that fit me. We return to the bedroom, and Sunny stands in the corner. Nav is looking at an ornately framed photograph of her and some guy on her nightstand. Her eyes are wet and red. She sees me and wipes her face. 
 
    “Is that your boyfriend, Ty? I remember you telling me about him once.” 
 
    She doesn’t respond for a moment, then says, “Husband, but not anymore.”  
 
    “Sorry to hear that. I know relationships can be hard.” Why did I say that? As much as I want love, I’ve never been in a relationship…besides my imaginary one with Jack Trackton. 
 
    “I finally felt like my life was coming together, like I was going to get somewhere. But…things don’t always work out.”  
 
    “It sounds like you still love him. Is that your wedding ring you’re wearing?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Yes.” 
 
    I join her on the bed and decide to change the subject to lighten the mood. “What’s this A?” I ask, pointing to the sheets.  
 
    “It’s the anarchy symbol, but I like the term voluntarism.” 
 
     My eyebrows rise as I imagine the ruined landscape of Silent City. “You support that?” I ask, surprised. She’s the only person I ever talked to that did. “Wouldn’t everyone just kill each other?” 
 
    “Would you start killing people?” she asks.  
 
    I frown. “No.” Well…maybe the Archfiend.  
 
    “Neither would most people. But you’re right. Some people only behave well because of laws. For those people, we’d pay for private security services. It’s similar to how we’re taxed to pay the police now, but it would be cheaper. As much as Navin reformed our government, police still kill too many people. There are other concerns too. A talk for another time, though.” She looks pensive. “Are you ready to talk about what happened to you?” 
 
    Barbra lies gray and lifeless. The mugger hovers over me, his teeth yellow, and his breath stale. My stomach sinks as I learn that I’m a wanted criminal. I look down and pull at my shorts. “I…I don’t know.” Will she still help if she knows I’m wanted for murder?  
 
    “Why don’t we reminisce about Silent City for a while first?” 
 
    A bit of a sore subject. “I’d love to. I need to tell you some bad news, though.”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Somehow, my account was deleted. StarFeather is gone.” 
 
    She gasps. “No. Why would they do that? Did you try to find your character in the archives?” 
 
    “They said I violated the service agreement, but that’s a lie. I did check the archives, but it’s permanently deleted.” 
 
    She scowls. “I’ll never forget when you first joined. We were floundering without good leadership or planning. Even though you were new, people wanted to follow you. We quickly ascended the rankings after that.”  
 
    I loved the feeling of domination. “Remember when you dueled ten consecutive people because they insulted me?” 
 
    She laughs. “They had it coming.” 
 
    “You beat them all. Blaze, Champion of the People.” 
 
    “It’s nothing compared to when you hid in the sewers after everyone in our guild was dead,” she says. 
 
    “They sent almost everyone from their base looking for me.” 
 
    “Then you blasted through the ground with a rocket launcher, killed the two guards, and took their flag. That was epic.” 
 
    I smile at her, feeling just like I used to when we played.  
 
    We reminisce for hours, then Nav says, “Ready to tell me what happened?” 
 
    My stomach sinks, and I look away.   
 
    “Tell me about your parents first then. You’ve never told me about them.”  
 
    I’ve never told her much of anything about my real life, partly because I wanted to escape it.  
 
    Nav squeezes my hand. “Come on. You can trust me.” 
 
    She was always there for me in-game, but I hesitate as a crazy thought pops into my head. What if she was involved with Barbra’s death somehow? Maybe she joined the game and befriended me as some kind of plot?  
 
    No. That’s too crazy. Besides, I’m the one that contacted her. She’s taken good care of me and seems as kind as I remember her. 
 
    I lower my head so my curls drop in front of my face. “My mom is dead, and my dad left before I was born. While they were together, he made her promise not to get a brain implant. They were only together for six months before he went on the run from the NIA, though.” 
 
    “Those scumbags. What did they want him for?” 
 
    I shrug. “I can only imagine. I’m not even sure if my mom knew. Years after he left, she got an early model Evo. It had a rare malfunction, which caused a stroke. She lived for a few days, but it was too much on her system. It’s as if my father knew there would be an issue.” 
 
    She squeezes my hand, then rubs my back. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I shrug, still looking at my lap. “It’s nothing compared to the pits I fell into afterward.” 
 
    “The foster homes?” 
 
    “Yeah…but I don’t want to talk that.”  
 
    “Do you know anything about your father?” she asks. 
 
    “Just before my mom died, she gave me a letter that he wrote. I only keep it because it’s one of two things I have from when my mom was alive. I also tried to search for him on the mesh once. It was weird, though. I couldn’t find anything.” 
 
    “That is strange,” she says. “What was in the letter?” 
 
    “After saying he loved me and that he wished he could stay, he warned me against brain implants, specifically the Evo, just like he warned my mother. He also said they’d only hold me back if I were anything like him.” 
 
    “My father opposes the Evo too,” she says. 
 
    “Interesting. My dad also wrote about meditation. According to his letter, he believed that a person could do amazing things if they focus their mind. Sounds like a bunch of nonsense to me.” 
 
    “I’ve meditated for a long time. There’s actually tons of research to support his belief. People have controlled their heart rate, temperature, medical conditions, blood pressure, and more. Lately, it’s been helping me deal with things,” she says, a sadness darkening her eyes.  
 
    “I heard it’s healthy too,” I say, trying to make up for my dumb comment.  
 
    “So, are you ready to tell me what happened?” 
 
    I opened up about my parents, but this is much bigger. I hesitate.  
 
    “You saw in Silent City that I’m empathetic. How many noobs did I help out?”  
 
    I nod and giggle. “It took up half of our time.” 
 
    “We can’t all be Miss Efficiency. But seriously, I’m not the type to screw people over. And as long as you’re straight with me, you can trust me.” 
 
    I gaze into the pools of her eyes, looking for confirmation. 
 
    “Not only was I a crisis counselor, I was going to start an agency. I’ll keep everything we talk about confidential.” 
 
    Here we go. I tell her that Barbra is dead but don’t go into specifics. Then I let my walls tumble and tell her about my trials afterward and how I’m wanted for murder. She’s surprisingly easy to talk to. Maybe when this is over, she can counsel foster kids as part of my blockchain project.  
 
    “That’s cracked. You can never trust the police to get anything right. Should be abolished. Lucky for you, you came to the right person.” She holds up a finger. “One sec, though. Cube, activate nature projection three,” she says into her q-link.  
 
    Bushy trees and vibrant flowers appear around us, and a bright orange sun shines from the ceiling.  
 
    “That’s better,” she says. “Now tell me the details of what happened to Barbra.” 
 
    A wave of sadness passes through me, but I force it away. I switch to a cross-legged position and rub my knees. “Barbra had two recorded schizophrenic breaks where she went to the hospital. She received medication that should have worked and then a booster medication that was almost guaranteed to work. But then she had a third break, where she stabbed herself in the chest with scissors. She also wrote a suicide note on the wall in blood.”  
 
    “Oh my God. That’s horrible,” she says, squeezing my arm.  
 
    I lower my head, feeling the weight of the loss.  
 
    “It seems like a cut and dry suicide. Why do they think it’s you?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I took the scissors from her chest. My fingerprints are on them.” 
 
    “Okay, still,” she says. “She wrote a note. It should be obvious.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Someone else might recommend you go in for questioning and try to smooth it over,” says Nav, “but I don’t trust the police.”  
 
    “Me either. Plus, there are other things. My bank account and Progs account were both gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” she asks.  
 
    “I called customer services, and there was no record of my accounts.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you hold your own crypto keys?” 
 
    I sigh. “I don’t know. I never thought it would be an issue.” 
 
    “Either way, the police are not allowed to touch your accounts until you are convicted and, even then, it’s a process.” 
 
    I throw my hands up in frustration. 
 
    “Okay. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but it feels like there’s something wrong here. Maybe you could be accidentally accused of murder, but they wouldn’t delete your accounts unless something else is going on.” 
 
    “There’s more. I told you about Barbra’s schizophrenic breaks, but I also came across two other local women who had schizophrenic breaks. And strangely enough, like Barbra, this woman Anna was unresponsive to the typically successful medications and had no history of mental illness in the family.” 
 
    “Weird,” she says. “Let’s see if we can find any other similar articles here or outside of Stroudsburg.” 
 
    We both search for a while but have no luck.  
 
    I rub my head in frustration as I watch holographic tree branches blow in a fake breeze.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the three women,” says Nav. “Was the third woman, Sandra, also unresponsive to medication with no family history?” 
 
    I re-scan the article. “It doesn’t say, but I can figure out which hospital they took her to and get answers.” 
 
    I access my q-link and find the address of the courthouse where Sandra was rescued, then look up the closest hospital, Stroudsburg Regional.  
 
    I breach their outdated systems, locate Sandra’s file, and scan the information. Diablo. “She didn’t respond to medication and has no family history either!” 
 
    “Wow, this is getting weird. There’s definitely a connection. But what could be causing it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Barbra and Sandra both had the flu before or while they were hallucinating. There are no diseases that cause flu-like symptoms and hallucinations, though. Encephalitis is the closest thing, but it doesn’t fit because the hallucinations shouldn’t last past the disease.” 
 
    “We need to check if Anna also had the flu. It may be nothing, but what if there’s some new disease?” 
 
    I nod. “I considered that. Let me hack her social media account.” 
 
    Before I start, Nav’s cybernetic fingers zip through the air as she hacks. “I’m in her Bazo account.” 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    She grins. “I am still your teacher.” 
 
    “Any mention of the flu or flu symptoms? It could be anytime in the last few weeks.”  
 
    She flicks a finger, and Anna’s posts scroll through the air. “Wait…here we go. She says, ‘The only thing worse than my stuffy nose, is how tired I am.’ It was a week ago.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Could it be?” 
 
    “We’ll have to contact the Center for Disease Control. Maybe this is enough to clear your name.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to confirm that she had the flu.” I locate her address, then breach the simple defenses of nearby doctors’ offices until I find hers. “She wasn’t in for the flu, but that doesn’t mean anything. Wait,” I say with a sigh. “She has allergies. That might be all it was. See if you can confirm that.” I pull at one of my curls while I wait. 
 
    “Cube,” she says into her q-link, “locate anything about allergies or the flu.” 
 
    “There are five mentions of allergies. There is one mention of the flu,” says her q-link. 
 
    I lean forward.  
 
    Nav shakes her head. “It was from three years ago.”  
 
    I slump. “So much for that theory.” 
 
    “What else do the women have in common?” 
 
    “They’re all women,” I say, “but that probably doesn’t mean anything.” What else could it be?  
 
    An idea strikes me, and I picture my mom on her deathbed. Her face was slack and gray tinged. Despite her spasms of pain, she pushed herself up on her elbow and locked eyes with me. ‘Swear to me,’ she said. ‘Swear you’ll never get the Evo.’  
 
    It can’t be. An Evo hasn’t malfunctioned in fifteen years, but what if? “Could it be the Evo? Barbra got one just before her break.” 
 
    Her eyes widen. “That could be really bad. Let’s see if Anna and Sandra had the Evo before we get worried, though. I’ll check Anna.”  
 
    Nav’s cybernetic fingers move and select holograms as she scans Anna’s social media. Her face falls. “She wrote this a month ago, ‘I see why they want to pass job quotas for norms. I just upgraded, and wow, I’ll be an even greater asset to the Cardinal Post.’ She had it. Tell me that Sandra didn’t.” 
 
    I access Sandra’s social media and scan her posts. A cold dread sizes my body. “Three weeks ago, Sandra wrote, ‘they expanded the Evo to my department. What could be better than evolving at the employer’s expense?’” 
 
    “Oh my God. If it’s the Evo, a third of the population is at risk.” 
 
    I shiver as I think of the potential consequences. The issue seems limited now, but what if it spreads? “Why didn’t they ban brain implants? They banned human-level AI?” 
 
    “Evos are controlled by the brain and usually don’t have problems,” says Nav. “Whereas AI has a mind of its own. It’s much more dangerous.” 
 
    I glance at Sunny. He watches a parrot glide from one holographic tree to another, giving no indication he’s listening.  
 
    “I know it would be terrible if the Evos are the issue,” I say, “but we can clear my name if we can prove it.”  
 
    “Do you think it could be a malfunction like what happened to your mother?” 
 
    “It’s possible. Can you look up if there was a cluster of manufactured Evos that were sent to our area?” 
 
    Nav’s enhanced fingers fly as she searches. “Nope. Our Evos here are part of a wider distribution all over the country.” 
 
    “Since there were no other strange schizophrenic situations outside of Stroudsburg, it can’t be a malfunction then,” I say. “I wonder if it could be a hack or some advanced malware.”  
 
    Nav adjusts her legs. “We all remember what happened when the early brain implants were hacked, but the Evo is different. It’s been shown to be unhackable, and honestly, I’ve taken a shot at it. It’s like nothing else I’ve come across. I can’t see how it would be possible.” 
 
    I stare off into the corner at some swaying ferns, my hand over my mouth, and my brow furrowed. Unfortunately, I know that it’s possible and no amount of wishing otherwise will change that. 
 
    “Fae…Fae?” asks Nav. 
 
    I flinch and jerk my head toward her. “What?” 
 
    “I said, what else do you think could cause the Evo issue?” 
 
    Sunny looks at me with a frown.  
 
    Does he know what I did? No way. No one does. He’s just concerned about me. “I’m not sure. Maybe we should backtrack and see if we can find any other connections between the women. I’ll look up Sandra. You look up, Anna,” I say as a holographic butterfly floats in front of my face.  
 
    I open my search engine, and an ad appears before me. ‘The NIA protecting freedom and family forever. You—’  
 
    I scowl and dismiss it, then search to see what I can find about Sandra. I flip through various information until… “Look at this. Sandra also worked at the Cardinal Post. She was an investigative reporter.” 
 
    “Wow, looks like we’re on to something.” She scans and dismisses various mesh-sites. “Wait, I’ve got something here. So, we know Anna was a board member at the Cardinal Post. But check this out, the Board of Directors just voted to sell to Candor News.”  
 
    “That’s a big move. And right after they fired Anna.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she says. “The Cardinal Post must be involved. What do you think we should do?” 
 
    Ideas swirl in my head, but rather than saying them, I look down and shrug. When I was in Silent City, or when it’s just Sunny and me, it’s easy to make decisions. With Nav in the group, I suddenly lose all confidence.  
 
    Nav tilts her head and squints. “This is where you normally spout off your awesome plans for how we win.” 
 
    But we’re not in the game. I’m just some seventeen-year-old mouse. I almost got Sunny killed, and if I keep making decisions, I may get Nav killed. “I’m not the same in real life, and you’re an adult. You should make the final decisions.” 
 
    “You make me sound old. I’m only twenty-six.” 
 
    “And already a famous hacker.” 
 
    “How about you? A teenager and the leader of FreedomFire, a top ten national guild.” 
 
    Not even that anymore. “I’m only a leader in a game. Now, it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Wow. I never thought I’d hear you give up command. Well then, we need more information, so we’re going to schedule a meeting with the Cardinal Post’s Board of Directors.” 
 
    My stomach flutters at the bold suggestion, and I immediately regret putting her in charge. But what else could we do? I need to prove the Evo is at fault, or I’ll be a murder suspect forever. “They probably won’t tell us much, though.” 
 
    “If we’re Federal Trade Commission agents, they will.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I lie back on Nav’s bed, trying to dull my nervousness about our plan when my eyes land on Nav’s closet. When I glanced inside before, she pushed it closed, anxiety plain on her face.  
 
    I know it’s wrong, but my curiosity gets the best of me. I wait until I hear the pattering rain sound of Nav in the shower and then slide open her closet.  
 
    A bunch of clothes, some boxes.  
 
    I’m not sure what she was concerned about me seeing. Maybe up here. I stand on my tiptoes to look at the top shelf.  
 
    A long, coiled rope with a knot and loop sits on the shelf.  
 
    My eyes widen. I quickly shut the closet and slow my beating heart. Could she have wanted to kill herself because of her accident? Is that why the cross-beam was exposed in the ceiling? There was drywall dust on the coffee table. She must have just done that.  
 
    I know that I should talk to her about it, but how can I? I’m too afraid to bring it up, and she’d know I snooped if I did. I’ll just have to keep my eye on her. I sit on one of her meditation pillows and touch the cool smooth surface of one of her Buddhas.  
 
    Sunny strolls over and sits next to me. “Are you unwell, Fae? Your skin temperature has decreased, and your heart rate has accelerated.” 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just this plan.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he says. “It will be risky to impersonate federal agents and enter a secured building. We should figure out something else.” 
 
    I wiggle my q-link back and forth. “I don’t really like it either, but this could free me. We could settle down somewhere and build apps.” 
 
    “It’s a crime to impersonate a federal agent. You could face a fine and up to ten years in prison. Furthermore, you would likely be charged with criminal trespassing, which—” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” asks Nav from the doorway, a towel wrapped around her body. “No Foster Buddy I’ve ever heard talks like that.” 
 
    A shot of adrenaline punches me. Talk your way out of this, you idiot. But what do I say?  
 
    She shakes her head and waves a palm in front of my face. “Hello.”   
 
    My heart is pumping, my whole body rocking with the motion. She would kill him if she knew or at least turn him in. Say something! “Umm.” That’s what I come up with? Idiot. Oh… “I upgraded his language program to make him sound smart. That’s all.”  
 
    Nav freezes, her face stark. “Is he a human-level AI?” 
 
    My hands go cold. Lie. Lie. “No. I told you he’s—” 
 
    She glares down, towering above me. “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    My stomach twists. I can’t lose Sunny. That lie would have worked with any of my foster parents. It did work on Barbra. I glance out the fourth story window. If I were in Silent City, I’d grab Sunny, smash through the window, then activate a hang glider or rocket vest to escape. But I’m not.  
 
    I lower my head and slump forward. “He’s a human-level AI.” 
 
    Nav gapes at me. “Are you kidding me? This is a serious problem. AI are extremely dangerous. Where did you even get it?” 
 
    I wilt back, feeling my muscles tighten. The hardness in her eyes reminds me of all my foster demons. Seeing it now sends shivers down my spine.  
 
    She wouldn’t hurt me. Would she? My gaze trails to Sunny. Is he dangerous? No way. “He’s not—” 
 
    “Self-aware AI are banned for a reason. The last one killed thousands of people at that military base.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—”  
 
    “No. Do you understand?” She shakes her head with a huff. “If that AI escaped the base, it could have infiltrated every system. It would use every yottabyte of processing power to expand itself until it dominated us all.” 
 
    “Maybe that one, but not Sunny.”  
 
    “Oh my God,” she says, her eyes widening. “Is he networked?” 
 
    A chill passes through me. What will she do if he is? “No.” 
 
    She puts her hands on her hips and leans over me. “Are you lying again?” 
 
    How does she know? I glance at her inhuman arm. “He’s not anymore.” 
 
    She slams her hand into the wall. It dents inward and sends vibrations through the wood floor.  
 
    I freeze, my body suddenly chilled.  
 
    She notices my look. “Sorry. I’ve just been through a lot lately.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure,” she says in a calmer tone. “Wait. How did he know the penalty for impersonating a federal agent?”  
 
    Oh no. That’s right. Always doing whatever he wants. “Sunny.” 
 
    He lowers his head, and his illuminated mouth turns down.   
 
    She shakes her head with a huff. “Un-network him immediately and go in the living room. I need to think about this.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I lean on the coffee table, burned-out and worried. “Why are you still networked? I told you that was dangerous.” 
 
    “Sorry. I can’t help you when I’m cut off from the mesh.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to change it so you can’t network but disconnect right now.” 
 
    He nods and frowns.  
 
    “We have to figure out what to do. I don’t know if we can trust her not to report you. I knew it was a mistake to call her.” 
 
    “Her heart rate and facial temperature dropped after she hit the wall, indicating that she wasn’t as angry. She also touches you often, implying affection. Perhaps she won’t do anything.” 
 
    “We can’t risk it,” I say. “What if she turns you in?” 
 
    “She didn’t say she would. Maybe she’s a good person.” 
 
    I breathe out and shake my head. “Maybe that’s why she would turn you in. You’re illegal.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be,” he says. “I’m good.” 
 
    I reach toward him and hug him tightly. It doesn’t feel as nice as hugging a human, but it feels much more absolute. “I know you are, but I don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe we should run.” 
 
    “I’m worried that without her help, you’ll be caught.” 
 
    “You’re too important to me,” I say. “We’ll have to figure it out on our own.” 
 
    Sunny looks up and steps back. I jerk my head around.  
 
    Nav is standing in the doorway, light glinting off her metal arm. 
 
    My heart suddenly races. I jerk my gaze to the exit door behind her, then to the balcony behind me, considering my escape route.  
 
    She raises her hands to calm me. “Relax. I know that look.” 
 
    “You’re not going to do anything?” I ask, my body tense, ready to grab Sunny and flee to the balcony. I could swing down to a lower level and escape from there.  
 
    “AI is inherently dangerous. Can you assure me he’s not?” 
 
    The image of his new stun baton appears in my mind. “He’s not at all. I’ve had him for six years; he’s been my only companion. He always looks out for me, and even though he’s been networked, he’s never duplicated himself.”   
 
    She shakes her head. “It’s a risk, but the more I thought about your situation, and from what I heard you talking about, I couldn’t make you destroy him. You’re my only friend, and our gaming and hacking discussions have meant a lot to me. He also had all this time to become a problem, and he hasn’t. I accept him.” 
 
    My tension dissolves, and I exhale. “So, what now?”  
 
    “Where did you even get his AI program? The NIA is ruthless at tracking them down.”  
 
    “I made him,” I say. “I mean, I programmed him myself.” 
 
    “What? That would take a team of people years. You did it at eleven?” 
 
    Really? It was complex, but he was fully upgraded in four months. “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I shrug. “You must be a good teacher.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I only started teaching you a year ago. You’re a better coder than you’re letting on, but I suppose you always were a perfectionist.” 
 
    “It’s been the only thing for me my entire life. I guess I went a little overboard with my studies.” 
 
    Nav sits next to me at the coffee table. “Good. We’re going to need it. Now, let’s plan our Cardinal Post infiltration.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    ∙ HIDDEN CONSPIRACY ∙ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, we stand in front of the Cardinal Post, dressed in official-looking suits. The night before, we researched the two companies and the proposed acquisition. Then we planned the mission and hacked the Federal Trade Commission’s phone system to set up an appointment with the board. I also prepared a few contingencies in case anything goes wrong. 
 
    Sunny was upset we were leaving without him. He argued that he should come along and hide nearby to make sure we were okay. When I told him he had to stay, he didn’t argue as much as I thought he would. He gave me a long hug, though, and patted me on the back in a way he never had. I can still feel where he touched my shoulder under my suit.  
 
    I glance down at the fake federal badge that we 3D printed and then examine my reflection in the glass. I’m small and look ridiculous in the outfit. With the older face projected over mine, however, I could pass as an agent.  
 
    Nav, of course, looks perfect in the role. Composed and professional.  
 
    “You seem nervous,” says Nav. 
 
    I squeeze my burn scar. That’s an understatement. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Let me teach you how to breathe.”  
 
    “I already picked that up somewhere along the way.” 
 
    She chuckles. “Not like that. A better way. Take a slow, deep breath using your diaphragm to pull in air so your stomach extends. Exhale slowly, allowing all muscle tension to fade. Do this several times, focusing on your breath and relaxation without any other thoughts.”   
 
    I shrug, then breathe in slowly, resting my hand on my stomach to make sure I’m doing it right. With several steady exhalations, my tension fades, and my anxiety calms. Not bad. “Is this how you’re so confident all the time?” 
 
    “I’m not very confident. I mostly fake it with body language.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know, put your chin up. Your shoulders back. Open body position. If you fake it long enough, you feel it.” 
 
    I slowly nod as I think back to my speeches in Silent City and the poise I showed. I know how to do it; I just don’t feel confident enough to do it. 
 
    Nav’s white projected face wrinkles as she says, “I never thought I’d be dressed like government trash.”  
 
    I laugh, my nervousness temporarily abating. Most people love the government, so it’s strange to hear.  
 
    Nav opens the door, and I walk in behind her.  
 
    We enter the expansive lobby that smells of air freshener. Lemongrass mixed with…I don’t know. Snake plants sit on either side of the desk and in each of the ten or so windows. Giant, shiny letters spell the words ‘Cardinal Post’ on the wall across from us. Underneath that, a sign reads, ‘An Evo compliant employer since May 2120.’ 
 
    Nervous energy courses through me as we approach the front desk. A young man in a suit with an oversized chin greets us. I show him my badge. My hand trembles, but I don’t think he notices. 
 
    “They’re ready for you,” he says and points to an elevator. “Second floor. Conference Room B.” 
 
    We enter the elevator and press the button. 
 
    “Make sure to speak with more authority,” says Nav. “Like you would in-game.”  
 
    I look down, embarrassed. “I’ll try, but you should talk mostly.” 
 
    We exit the elevator and find the conference room.  
 
    A white-haired woman sits at a desk outside of the room, tapping her foot. She perks up at seeing us. “Agents McMillan and Blane?” 
 
    We nod. 
 
    “Here it is,” she says and opens the door. 
 
    Four men and two women, all dressed in suits, sit around a polished wooden table. All of them are professional and old. And all of them have their eyes on me.  
 
    My stomach clenches. I’m not ready for this. The research I did on the Federal Trade Commission seems extremely inadequate now.  
 
    One of the men, who has a snub-nose, motions for us to sit. “Call to order the Federal Trade Commission’s meeting to review Candor News’ acquisition of the Cardinal Post.” 
 
    The board members shuffle in their seats and adjust their papers. 
 
    “I’m the chairman, Mr. Williams,” says the snub-nosed man. “I was under the impression that the acquisition was going to be approved.” 
 
    “We have a few follow up questions to finish our pre-acquisition investigation,” says Nav. “As you know, if we require extra information, you must comply.” 
 
    Mr. Williams looks down. “Of course. You have the floor.” 
 
    I clear my throat, and everyone looks toward me. Oh hell. Nav was supposed to talk. What am I doing? “Ladies and Gentlemen.” Okay, good start. “The Cardinal Post has recorded a net loss for the last three years. Why is Candor News interested in acquiring the Post?” 
 
    “Expanded audience,” says Mr. Williams. “Although we’ve recorded losses, our viewership has increased for the last five years.” 
 
    Everyone looks at me again.  
 
    I wish Nav would take over, but I guess it’s all me. “What benefits would you receive as board members for approving the acquisition? Most of you will not make it on Candor News’ board.” 
 
    “We’ll all receive extensive compensation and stock options,” says Mr. Williams.  
 
    Sweat beads on my chest. Luckily, I have a suit to hide behind. “How would you describe former board member Anna McCloud before her schizophrenic break?” 
 
    The others look at Mr. Williams, then at each other.  
 
    “She was always very calm,” says a plump woman with shrewd looking eyes. “I disagreed with her views, but I respected her.” 
 
    “She was knowledgeable and an exceptional speaker,” says a man with almost no chin.  
 
    “Stubborn, like with the last vote,” says a balding redhead. 
 
    Mr. Williams looks at him sharply, and the balding man lowers his head. 
 
    “What does he mean?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” says Mr. Williams.  
 
    Nothing? “Was there a vote to approve the acquisition before the one that passed? Does it require a unanimous vote?” 
 
    Mr. Williams looks around uncomfortably, then says, “It does. Anna didn’t think the buyout was in the post’s best interests, but that’s not important now. We just wish her the best, which is why we provided her with a generous severance package and pension. It will be enough for her to live comfortably and pay any medical expenses.” 
 
    Now, that’s something. She blocks the vote, then has a convenient schizophrenic break? If it’s really the Evo, could that mean someone did this to her? If that’s the case, what about Sandra and Barbra? My mind is racing at the implications. I glance at the door, wanting to escape.  
 
    The scent of Nav’s jasmine perfume drifts by me.  
 
    My whirling thoughts slow. “There’s a second employee who had a schizophrenic break, Sandra Clark, an investigative reporter.” 
 
    The board members look at each other uneasily. 
 
    They know something. “Can you look up what story she was working on when she had her issue?” 
 
    “How is this related to the hearing?” asks Mr. Williams. 
 
    My fleeting composure flies out the window. I don’t know what to say. My stomach flutters, and my face feels hot.  
 
    The man stares at me. They all do, their eyes boring into me. I want to bolt from the room, and it takes everything I have to stay in place.  
 
    “This is our investigation, Mr. Williams,” says Nav. “Please answer the question.” 
 
    Thank God for Nav.  
 
    “We’ll have to get that information,” says Mr. Williams. 
 
    “Can we get that on the way out? We have all we need,” I say. 
 
    Mr. Williams squints at me. “That’s it? I thought you’d be asking more financial questions.” 
 
    Nav looks at me again. “Umm. I need to consult with my partner for a few minutes. If you could get us that information while we wait, we’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Mr. Williams frowns. “Let’s take a five-minute recess.” 
 
    Nav motions to me, and we exit the room. We walk a ways away from the secretary’s desk to talk. 
 
    “Do we need anything else?” asks Nav. 
 
    I’m just happy to be out of there. What else could help, though? I pace around while I think. “I’m sure we could use way more information, but I don’t know how to ask for it. We definitely want the news story, though.” 
 
    Mr. Williams bursts through the door. “I called the Federal Trade Commission. Agents McMillan and Blane are at a hearing in Ohio.” 
 
    Crack this. “Run,” I say to Nav.  
 
    “Suzie, call security,” he says. “And lock this place down.” 
 
    I sprint toward the stairs, Nav close behind me. We practically fly down them and explode through the door into the lobby.  
 
    I make it two steps before a security guard grabs me in a rough grip. I tug my arm, but I can’t free it. Nav seizes the guard’s arm and, with a flick of her wrist, tugs it off mine. She slams her cybernetic hand into his chest.  
 
    The man flies backward and crashes into a potted plant. The pot shatters, dumping dirt onto him.  
 
    I try the exit, but it’s locked. “Chim, access the building’s network,” I say in a panic. “Search for anything referring to door locks.” 
 
    The holographic code pops up in front of me. I scan through it, desperate to find a weakness. After a frantic search, I realize it’s too complicated to breach quickly enough. Hell, we’re trapped!  
 
     Wait, the sprinkler system! The doors have to open if there’s a fire. I could breach that easily. “Chim access the—” 
 
    Another guard sprints toward us. Nav grabs him and launches him across the room. He crashes into a wall.  
 
    “There’s no time to hack,” she says. “Move aside.” She smashes her cybernetic fist into the thick plexiglass door. Cracks spiral outward. She strikes again, and the entire door shatters.  
 
    Diablo, she’s strong! 
 
    We sprint into the warm streets toward Nav’s car. Someone shouts to our left. I twist to see three giant cybernetic police officers sprinting toward us, their red eyes shining.  
 
    Oh hell no. “This way.”  
 
    We dash down an alley, unfortunately away from our car.  
 
    The officers’ inhumanly powerful legs propel them three times faster than ours do. And in moments, they’re on our heels.  
 
    No. Not again. I dodge right just as an officer grabs for me. “Nav, save yourself. Get home to Sunny.” I drop to the ground in front of the first man’s legs. 
 
    His foot smashes into my side, and I grunt in pain. He trips and flies forward to crash onto the ground. 
 
    Another one of the cyborgs collides into the first man and tumbles down. The third stops just before me and growls, his enhanced vocal cords amplifying the noise.   
 
    I scramble backward, panicked.  
 
    He grabs my arm and lifts me off the ground, level with his face. It’s inhuman and unforgiving. 
 
    I grunt as pain tears at my shoulder. “Chim—”  
 
    His other hand clamps over my mouth. At least Nav will get away. 
 
    Nav roars and slams into the cyborg with her enhanced shoulder. He stumbles to the ground, dropping me.  
 
    Nav hoists me up as if I weigh nothing. “Come on.” 
 
    We turn to run again, but the other two cyborgs are in our path.  
 
    “Chim, target the two men in front of me and activate protocol three.” A program I made in case Nav changed her mind about Sunny.  
 
    The two cybernetic police collapse on the ground, their limbs temporarily paralyzed. We speed around them and continue to run. 
 
    “Cube, contact the Loyalists,” says Nav. “Tell them the police are after us.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” I ask between huffing breaths.  
 
    “A group that can help.”  
 
    “Freeze or I’ll shoot,” shouts someone behind us. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder to see how dire the threat is. 
 
    Five regular cops point their guns at us. Their laser sights are like stars on my black suit. I freeze, not ready to die. Nav stops next to me, and we slowly wheel around. 
 
    The three cybernetic cops are up now, circling us. Two walk over and throw Nav and me to the ground. My face smacks into the street and grinds into it while they cuff me. Someone rips off my q-link for evidence. 
 
    A police van screeches to a halt beside us. One of the cyborgs snares me, slides a hood over my head, and tosses me inside. I crash into the van’s wall, and then Nav collides into me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    ∶ CHAOTIC DANGERS ∶ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two men, probably cybernetic, based on their iron grips, escort me along. My teeth are gritted against the pain, but I say nothing. I heard other men take Nav somewhere else as she cursed in defiance. I demanded to know where they were taking her. Their only answer was to punch me in the stomach. It doubled me over with blinding pain. I’m used to being hit, but a cybernetic punch is on another level.  
 
    My fear and unease increase with each step. Who puts a hood on you? I’m a minor, and we’re supposed to have certain rights. When I tried to tell them that, they punched me for a second time. After that, I zipped my mouth shut.  
 
    We pause, and it sounds like a large metal door grinds open in front of us. The prison, I suppose.  
 
    The cyborgs pull me inside. I stumble, but their brutal grips keep me upright. The large door clangs shut behind us.  
 
    It’s cold inside, and the place smells new in that toxic chemical way that people like. Someone tears the hood from my face, revealing two cybernetic officers standing before me. Their faces are what you’d expect from any other hard-nosed cop, except for their eyes. The three pupils of their multi-spectrum enhancements make them look more alien than human. Two other men, who appear to be security guards, stand at each corner of the hallway, holding rifles. 
 
    The cybernetic officers nod to another man in a suit, whose round gut protrudes like a pregnant belly. He grabs me with a hand coated in thick hair, then shoves me into a conference room.  
 
    The room is stark except for a table in the center. Another guard stands near the corner, still enough that I almost believe she doesn’t know I’m here. 
 
    Where am I? Certainly not with the police anymore. Based on their uniforms, I’d say a private contractor.  
 
    “You’re going to be strip-searched now,” says the woman. 
 
    I blink at her. The room is lined with cameras, making me even more uncomfortable. “I’m only seventeen, you know.” 
 
    She lowers her rifle at me. “Strip.” 
 
    “Can’t you just scan me or something?” 
 
    “Our optical scanner isn’t installed yet. We have to do it the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    I want to argue, but she looks like she might shoot me if I do. What else can I do? I could launch myself at her.  
 
    No. I’d never make it. At least it’s not a man about to see me naked. 
 
    I tug off my dress shoes, then remove my jacket, button-down shirt, and slacks. A shiver runs through me as I stand in only my underwear, humiliated. For what? I’ve done nothing wrong. Well, at least not what I’m accused of.  
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    Oh hell, really? A challenge is on the tip of my tongue, but I’d rather not be punched again. I unclip my bra and pull off my underwear with a sigh. I do my best to shield my most private areas with my hands. One last line of defense for my dignity.  
 
    She walks over to me. “Lower your hands and spin.” 
 
    Of course.  
 
    “You’re clear. I’m going to scan you now for any electronic devices.” She turns around to grab her scanner.  
 
    I touch my thumb to my pointer finger’s nail in a predetermined command. 
 
    She runs her scanner over my body.  
 
    “You’re good,” she says. “Follow me.” 
 
    I touch my thumb and finger again, then grab my suit. 
 
    She shakes her head. “There’s a uniform over there.”  
 
    I grumble and put on a blue short-sleeved jumpsuit.  
 
    “If you think wearing the uniform is bad, just wait until the questioning starts. Now come.” 
 
    My stomach twists at the words. If this were Silent City, I’d whip around, grab that gun, and put two in her head. Then I’d sprint from this room and end all of those guards.  
 
    Could I really do that? The memory of my shoplifting attempt and subsequent fall makes me doubt it.  
 
    She shoves me back into the dimly lit entryway, past the guards, and down a hall. We pass several more guards on the way. They leer at me but say nothing. She shoves me one last time into a cell with one tiny window at the top of the door. She slams the door shut, and I’m thrown into darkness.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I sit on the concrete floor and wrap my arms around my knees. A shiver passes through me, but I don’t know if it’s from the air-conditioning or from the uncertainty. This whole process feels off. 
 
    And what about how Anna had a schizophrenic break right after trying to block Candor News’ buyout? Even though we’re still not a hundred percent sure it was the Evo, the evidence points to it. Especially because the Cardinal Post became Evo compliant only one month ago, which forced Anna to get the Evo before the second vote. What would the odds be of her getting schizophrenia right when it would make such a significant change? And what about the investigative reporter? They didn’t want to talk about her. It sure feels like someone is hacking Evos for some purpose. I’ll have to think more about this, but none of it matters until I figure out my current situation.  
 
    So, what do I do? I feel momentarily powerless, just like the last time I was in jail. Images of inmate demons tormenting me invade my mind. My isolation from inmates is complete here, but who knows what those guards could do? 
 
    Do I trust the legal system? Maybe everything will work out in court. I am innocent, after all. Somehow, though, I know I’ll never see a courtroom. And what about the questioning that she mentioned? It sounded like they were going to torture me.  
 
    Can I trust the people Nav called to rescue us? No. Who knows if they’ll even find us? I can only trust myself. The original plan then. If captured, escape. I rub my left wrist, goosebumps on my flesh. The missing q-link makes me feel naked despite the jumpsuit.  
 
    I pat my ankle and smile as I feel the small flesh-colored q-link I snuck in. The cloaking illusion I devised hid it from her vision, and my quick finger motion to disable its power hid it from the sensors. People always underestimate me. Maybe it’s because I’m petite. Or maybe it’s because I’m young, but it’s a mistake. I put the q-link on my wrist and feel whole again. 
 
    It’s funny that I thought I could hack once and be done. I guess I’m officially a hacker again. I just hope I don’t cause any more tragedies.  
 
    I picture Nav smacking the wall of her cell, her teeth grinding with rage. I brought her into this mess, but she planned the Cardinal Post mission that got us caught. Hell, why did I listen? This is what happens when you trust someone. I let out a frustrated sigh.  
 
    Now, how do I escape? Let’s see what I’m working with first. I locate the prison network and firewall. The code is complicated, like some kind of military-grade protection. Hmm. It’s actually kind of like the Evo’s coding language.  
 
    I had planned on setting off the fire alarm to clear the guards, then shutting down the cameras, but as I look through the code, it’s just too risky. Not only is it protected by several firewalls, it’s also actively monitored. I might be able to do it without them finding me, but maybe there’s a safer way. I’ll still have no choice but to hack the doors, though.  
 
    Wait…invisibility. Maybe I could expand my q-link’s cloaking illusion. It would have to mimic the entire background and would probably take tons of power, but it’s possible. 
 
    My q-link’s battery level is at eighty-four percent. How long would the battery last if I do this? Hopefully, enough to get me outside. What if they have infrared sensors, though?  
 
    I scan the network, and they only have cameras. Maybe they didn’t install them yet. This could work as long as I’m quiet when passing the guards.  
 
    I peek through the window to make sure no guards are nearby, then whisper into my q-link to code the expansion of my cloaking program. Every few minutes, I watch for guards until I finish my work.  
 
    After that, I scan through their detainment records to discover Nav’s cell location. It only takes me a minute to find her file.  
 
    Hell, the location is blank. Looks like I’ll have to search for her. At least I know she’s here.  
 
    I locate the door lock code, but I’m reluctant to start hacking it without a distraction. Maybe there’s another system that’s less defended than the fire alarms.  
 
    “We’re here for Fae Luna and Naveha Jain,” someone says from around the corner. “The captain wants them somewhere more secure. This place doesn’t even have the visual scanners yet.” 
 
    Booooooom. A loud explosion resonates around me.  
 
    “What was that?” asks the same voice. “Over here, come on!” 
 
    More guards shout down the other way, then two run by my cell.  
 
    What the hell was that? Well, whatever it was, I have my distraction. “Chim. Access the network.” I pour through the code, trying to concentrate, but my pounding heart and intense fear, make it difficult.  
 
    The more I read the code, the more similarities I see with others. Yes, it’s like the Evo’s code, but it’s also kind of like Prime…or maybe more like C#. I scan through until I find a mistake they made. My hacking programs go to work on the weakness. In moments, I have access to all cell doors.  
 
    Now I just have to find my door. Here it is. “Chim change line ten in their code to unlock.” 
 
    The locks on my cell door pull back, and the door slides open.  
 
    “Chim, activate extended cloaking illusion.” 
 
    My hands fade away to nothing. Nice. Unfortunately, it only works from the front since q-links have limited hologram ports. If someone looks from behind, I’ll be seen. 
 
    I lean out of my cell and glance down both directions. There’s no one. I walk quickly but quietly down the hall, desperate to find Nav before my battery runs out.  
 
    One hallway is empty of rooms except for what looks like another conference room. The other way has a T intersection at the end. I go that way.  
 
    Two brief vibrations warn me that my q-link’s battery is half-depleted.  
 
    Diablo, it’s draining fast.  
 
    Although it was Nav’s decision that landed us here, I would never leave her. I’ve always thought of my safety first, but this is Blaze. 
 
    Finally, after another turn, I see what looks to be a row of cells.  
 
    My q-link vibrates three more times, indicating that my power is down to twenty percent. My heart beats even faster as I peek into the first cell.  
 
    No one. 
 
    Something metal and powerful bangs against the cell down the hall.  
 
    I reach the second cell and see the bars are bent slightly outward. It has to be her. I look inside to see Nav pacing back and forth, a scowl on her face. Her hair is a frizzy puff, and her jumpsuit’s shirtsleeve is torn.  
 
    I locate her cell in the code and unlock it. The door slides open, and she squints at it. 
 
    “Nav, it’s me.”  
 
    She jumps back. “You scared me. Wow, how did you program invisibility?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Come quick. I can extend the illusion to you.” 
 
    I reach up and put my arm around her waist. Hell, she’s tall. We hurry forward, following exit signs and looking into cells as we pass them.  
 
    We turn a corner. The way is free of guards, but there’s another cell to our right. The exit doors are at the end of the hall. When we reach the one cell, I glance inside, then freeze.  
 
    Inside is a plump, white woman with a familiar face. Wait, no way. It’s Anna McCloud from the Cardinal Post. This is getting even weirder. I want to free her, but there’s no time since my battery is almost dead. I glance at the exit.  
 
    “We can’t leave her,” Nav whispers.  
 
    I grit my teeth and suppose she’s right. “We’re at five percent battery. We can take her, but I won’t be able to extend the illusion to her.” I open her cell and momentarily show my face. “We’re rescuing you. Come on.” 
 
    She stands there looking dumb for a second, then shakes her head. “Why would I leave?” she asks, indicating the cell around her. “There’s everything I could want here.” 
 
    I look around the barren gray cell. What the…oh no. The Evo. Could they be controlling her?  
 
    I pull on her arm. “Just come.” 
 
    She scowls and pulls back, breaking my grip. “Leave me alone,” she shouts. 
 
    Oh hell no.  
 
    “Over here,” says a guard from somewhere down the hall.” 
 
    I pull Nav’s arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She hesitates, frowning at Anna, then follows. I make our backs invisible, and we sprint to the exit. We reach the door and push.  
 
    It’s locked. 
 
    Hell. Hopefully, the outer doors are under the same code as the others. I pour through the code until I find the back door. It’s behind an extra firewall. I go to work on it. 
 
    My battery is at four percent…three, but I’m almost there. 
 
    “Her cell is open, but she’s here,” says a nearby guard. “The other cells are empty. Get help. I’ll track them.” 
 
    Diablo, hurry…. There. “Chim, change line three to open.” 
 
    The steel door pops open to reveal the evening sun. We burst outside into the humidity, surrounded by a field of weeds.  
 
    My q-link beeps three times, indicating a dead battery. We materialize. 
 
    “What the heck. Stop,” says a guard.  
 
    There are tall grasses in the distance, but no nearby cover. I push Nav in one direction to take off in another. “Go.” 
 
    Nav trips, then slams into the ground. The guard sprints outside and levels his rifle at her. 
 
    At this range, she’s dead. Even in Silent City, I’d have no way to save her. Though my mind races too fast for me to grasp a single thought, I’m rooted in place.  
 
    The guard sights his shot as Nav stares at him blankly. My stomach drops.  
 
    A familiar metal robot leaps out from behind shrubs next to the door. My messenger bag is strapped to his back.  
 
    The guard wheels his rifle around. 
 
    Sunny extends the stun baton from his arm and slams it into the man’s groin. Arcs of electricity jolt through the guard. He spasms and drops his gun as he crumples to the ground. 
 
    I stand there, gaping. Sunny? What?  
 
    Sunny picks up the rifle with an extendable arm and runs toward me. I grab him in a big hug.  
 
    “I was worried about you,” he says as he pulls back and hands me the rifle and messenger bag.  
 
    Although I know he’s not capable of real worry, it warms my heart. “I’m fine. But my q-link is out of power. We’re going to have a hard time getting away.” 
 
    He frowns. “That’s never happened before. I brought one, though, in case they took yours.” He hands it to me.  
 
    “We have to get out of here. But first…” I take the rifle in two hands. Although I’ve held guns a thousand times in Silent City, it’s entirely different to handle one in the real world. I get a feel for its weight, raise it to my shoulder, and aim it at the guard’s head. 
 
    My hand shakes, and my finger doesn’t move. He would have killed us all and still could if he gets help. The last time I was in this circumstance, I didn’t kill the mugger. It almost led to Sunny’s death. I can’t let that happen. I grit my teeth and try to pull the trigger.  
 
    My finger still won’t move. Hell. I lower the gun. He’s still passed out at least.  
 
    I charge my q-link with the older and slower Xyphotech XR and check on Nav. She’s still on the ground, looking stunned.  
 
    I sling the rifle on my back and run over to her. “Come on.” 
 
    She rubs a bleeding spot on her head but doesn’t stand.  
 
    I glance toward the prison door to see the guard stirring. A sense of urgency rushes through me. Oh hell. “They’re going to kill us. Come on.” I tug her up by the arm, hoping she doesn’t have a concussion.  
 
    “I’m alright. I was just dazed.”  
 
    Sunny gives Nav a q-link, then motions to us. “This way. I have a car.” 
 
    What? I didn’t even know he could hack.  
 
    “They’re out here,” shouts the now fully alert guard. 
 
    Diablo. I’m going to have to shoot them.  
 
    “Cover your ears and run,” says Sunny. He tosses his sonic nauseator into the prison. 
 
    A shrill, body-vibrating sound sneaks past my hands, but covering my ears and distance prevents most of the nausea. We sprint into the expansive field. The tall weeds smack into my thighs, and my bag bounces on my shoulder. I don’t slow enough to confirm it, but the retching I hear behind me is enough to know the device worked.   
 
     Nav scoops up Sunny, and we pick up our pace.  
 
    “How did you find us?” I ask Sunny between breaths. “And what was that explosion?” 
 
    “I built a tracking device and put it on your back when we hugged. It’s microscopic, sends out a signal they don’t typically search for, and has a low electronic output, so they couldn’t detect it.” 
 
    So that’s why he patted my back.  
 
    “The explosion was from a hydrogen fuel cell. I stole it from a vehicle.” 
 
    Awww. He stole for me. 
 
    “Wow, Sunny, you’re great to have around,” says Nav. “But you’re definitely more dangerous than little Fae let on.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I say. 
 
    “It’s fine. We’d be dead otherwise.”  
 
    “Chim, track the area around us,” I say, beginning to breathe heavily. “If any drones power up within a thousand feet of us. Alert me.” 
 
    “The car is parked on a street two hundred feet forward,” says Sunny from Nav’s arms.  
 
    My q-link beeps and says, “Twenty Trexstar LR7 Defense Drones approaching your location.”  
 
    My eyes go wide, fear pulsing through me.  
 
    That’s it. We’re dead. I turn around and freeze as I stare at the distant drones.  
 
    “Fae! We need to run.” 
 
    I know she’s right, but I can barely stand on my shaky legs, let alone run. 
 
    Nav pulls me to her face. “StarFeather. Let’s go!” 
 
    I snap out of it and feel energy re-invigorate me. We surge forward with renewed determination.  
 
    Drones suddenly buzz behind us like a huge swarm of killer bees. Only these can shoot.  
 
    “Surrender, or we’ll open fire,” says one of the drones.  
 
    Sunny points ahead to a sleek convertible. “There it is.”  
 
    We’re ten feet from the car when one of the drones zips down and peppers it with bullets. The hydrogen cell bursts into flames, and the hood explodes open, spewing out thick smoke and fire. 
 
    Hell. I skid to a stop and sprint down the other direction. Nav follows at my heels. A few people scream and run away. 
 
    “Nav, we’ve got to hack the drones.”  
 
    “Cube, bring up the nearest drone’s infrastructure,” she says, holding Sunny in one hand and selecting code with the other.  
 
    I connect to a different one to begin my own hack. The code appears before me, synchronized to my wild run. It’s not too unlike what I just cracked.  
 
    A spray of bullets pelts the road to the left of Nav, sending up mini plumes of gravel. She grips Sunny tighter and pulls ahead of me. I frantically attack the firewall as I try to push out the image of bullets ripping me apart. 
 
    I find an exploit and crack the drone’s code. “Chim, make it target the other drones.” I glance over my shoulder to see it turn on its companions.  
 
    Two explosions erupt behind me as my drone does its work. After a few seconds, there’s another explosion, and the guns stop.  
 
    That must be it for my drone. “Nav, turn right. I’m going to project a holographic wall behind us so they don’t see. Are you close to cracking a drone?” 
 
    “I’m almost through.” 
 
    As she zips down the alley, I project the hologram and follow her. It only takes the drones a moment to see through the ruse and pursue us. I put all I have into my sprint until I realize that a real wall blocks our escape. Nav slows to a jog.  
 
    Diablo. “Take cover.”  
 
    She dives behind a dumpster, Sunny still in her arms. I follow at her heels. The smell of trash reminds me of the last time I ran. That sure didn’t turn out well, but at least I wasn’t caught.  
 
    Nav gasps next to me. “The code just updated itself. It’s got to be twice as difficult now.” 
 
    Hell. “Let me hack. Take the rifle and hold them off.”  
 
    Nav tugs the rifle from my bag. Sunny presses against the dumpster, looking like he hopes to pass inside. I gulp in air as I access the nearest drone. I skim the code like a speed-reader, and a pattern forms in my brain.  
 
    One of the drones zips around the corner. Nav shoots it before it can target us, and it explodes. The other drones pull back cautiously. It gives me time to finish my hack. I crash through a drone’s defenses and program an attack pattern. 
 
    It flies around chaotically while piercing the other drones with bullets. One drone sparks and dives into another before crashing to the ground. 
 
    “Chim, target the next drone.”  
 
    The defensive code is even more complex now. 
 
    My drone still maneuvers around until a lucky bullet tears through it. It flames and smashes into the street. I’ve almost corrupted another drone as it whirls around the corner. It targets me, and its mini-gun spins. I have no time to react as a bullet rips through my shoulder. 
 
    I scream.  
 
    Nav’s metal arm speeds in front of me. Sparks of light flash as bullets ricochet off it. I want to hold my wound and slow the bleeding, but there’s no time.  
 
    The remaining drones zip around the corner as a unit. Nav raises the rifle and lays down on the trigger. The smell of gun smoke puffs around us. Several drones crash to the ground, but there are still too many when the rifle is empty. They target us, their red sensors shining like demons’ eyes. 
 
    “Chim, initiate cloaking program. Extend it to Sunny and Nav.” It will just hide our fronts but should buy us a little time. “Chim, access all of the drones,” I say as warm blood drips down my arm.  
 
    Ten or so updated codes materialize.  
 
    I switch between them, trying to break them all, but choke on their increased complexity. I swear I could do it with a better q-link and more time, but I have neither. If only I could split my mind into ten cores like a computer, but that’s not possible. I consider other options, but my mind is foggy from blood loss or shock. Maybe I could… No. Or… No, it won’t work.  
 
    And then an idea strikes me like a flashbang grenade. I need to create a network between the drones and then break the link to whoever is controlling them. It’s no small feat, but I’ll have access to all of them. I begin the hack.  
 
    The drones hover around as they try to locate us. I rotate to keep our invisible fronts toward them, as I desperately code. After a few moments, the drones split up and finds us. 
 
    My time is done. I grab Sunny’s little metal hand and Nav’s warm human one. I’d need to be ten times better to save us. Maybe if I had the Evo…but no, I’d never do that. It killed my mother and Barbra. Even if it didn’t, I swore an oath.   
 
    Everything slows down, and I catch Nav’s kind brown eyes. She holds my gaze, and I feel energy connect us. I can’t imagine a better way to die than with my friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    INSANITY 
 
      
 
      
 
    A gunshot crashes through the air, and the nearest drone shatters. I peek around the corner to see where the bullet came from.  
 
    Outlined by the evening sun, a tall, thin man dashes forward, his long hair streaming behind him. He raises a high-tech sniper rifle. “Take cover,” he shouts, his voice resonant and commanding. He fires again while running, a burst of flame puffing from the barrel.  
 
    A drone explodes and crashes to the ground next to me. We all scramble back to the graffiti-strewn brick wall behind us.  
 
    The man sights and fires over and over, almost robotically. Each time he pulls the trigger, a drone clatters to the ground in flames. The remaining three drones turn on him and fire. He runs in a zigzagging pattern, just barely avoiding the death raining toward him, but still, he shoots. Two more drones explode and plummet.  
 
    He fires at the last drone, but the bullet cracks into the brick wall above it. He curses and pulls the trigger again, releasing a flash of fire and a bang. The drone bursts into flames and careens toward us.  
 
    I push Sunny out of the path and shield myself from the impact. Nav swats it away like an insect, and it crashes into the dumpster, ringing it like a bell.  
 
    Four other people round the corner just as the gunman lowers his rifle.  
 
    I push myself up with a groan and press my hand over both sides of my wound. Oww. Warm blood seeps through my fingers. The smell of it rips me back to the last time I saw Barbra.  
 
    I squeeze my eyes to forget. The wound hurts, but my second chance at life dulls the pain. I can’t believe it. I thought I was finished.   
 
    Sunny squeezes my leg. “Fae, you’re injured.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s that bad,” I say through gritted teeth.  
 
    Nav tears off her prison uniform’s sleeve and presses it against the hole in my shoulder.  
 
    I take over, putting pressure on it. “Sunny, analyze my wound.” 
 
    He scans me and says, “Your shoulder muscle is damaged. No arteries were hit. You have lost eight percent of your blood, but your current rate of blood loss is minimal. As long as you receive medical treatment within two hours, you should be fine.” 
 
    “It’s remarkable that you could hack the updated code,” says Nav. “We never would have lived otherwise.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it wasn’t good enough. If we weren’t rescued, we’d be dead. Who are these people anyway?” 
 
    “The Loyalist Militia. They’re loyal to Navin Briggs’ original government and formed after Congress established the NIA. They were worried about the loss of liberty. This is the main brigade, but there are several more throughout the country. The one that shot all the drones is Alexander. He’s full of himself, but he’s skilled.” 
 
    Sunny picks up a few pieces of the drones and puts them into the bag that hangs on my other shoulder. Nav takes the bag, puts the rifle inside, and helps me walk to the group. Their faces morph into new ones as I approach.  
 
    They have a face-shift program. Impressive.  
 
    Alexander stands tall and proud in a military vest. As he disables his face-shift, his complexion tans from pale to olive, and his wide smile shows off his straight, white teeth. His long wavy hair, square stubbly jaw, and the inch-long scar on his cheek fit the image of someone who’d charge into danger to save you…or someone who’d rob you in the street.  
 
    Alexander pumps a fist into the air. “Did you see that?” 
 
    I’m not sure if he wants a response, but before I can form one, he keeps going. 
 
     “You were like, I’m going to be killed.” He throws his hands up as if scared. “And I was like, nope! I’m a boss.”  
 
    I’d think he was joking, if not for the seriousness of what just happened. Still, he did save us.  
 
     “You did miss once, Alexander,” says Nav.  
 
    He shrugs. “Hitting targets with a sniper rifle while running isn’t as easy as it seems,” he says with a chuckle. “Even Olympic course shooters miss the mark sometimes. That’s why I never stop training.” 
 
    At least he’s dedicated.  
 
    Nav shakes her head with a laugh. “Thanks, by the way. I’m not too proud to say I’m grateful you came.” 
 
    “If I didn’t save you, Americus would’ve had my head,” he says with a grin. He puts a hand on her shoulder and says in a more respectful tone, “Sorry to hear about your husband.” 
 
    Nav nods with a frown. 
 
    Her divorce must be recent. I guess it’s not just the accident that made her sad. 
 
    The other four soldiers greet Nav, with various levels of familiarity. One of them with a full bushy beard and a green flannel shirt squints at Sunny. I step in front of Sunny, protectively.  
 
    Alexander holds his hand out to me. “I’m Alexander, but you can call me Alexander the Great,” he says with a wink and a smirk.  
 
    I blink at him, still trying to decide if this is some kind of joke, or if he’s crazy.  
 
    Nav frowns. “No time to mess around. She was shot, and more drones will come.” 
 
    He nods at my shoulder, his joviality dimming. “Let’s get you patched up. We’re parked on the cross street.” 
 
    We turn the corner and stride forward as a tight group onto the busier road. We pass by people, drone pets, service robots, and advertisement holograms. 
 
    Thunder sounds, and I turn in its direction. Ominous clouds hang in the sky, and a gust of wind ruffles my hair, bringing the fresh smell of rain. A dog barks behind me.  
 
    I spin around.  
 
    An older man shouts at the dog, “I’ll never forgive you for cheating on me. I want a divorce.” 
 
    The yellow lab lowers its head with a whimper.  
 
    “To each their own,” says Alexander.  
 
    A woman screams from across the street. We all turn to look.  
 
    A bearded man with a knife slashes around wildly in the air. “Ghosts. They’re everywhere.”  
 
    Down the road, an old woman runs into the glass window of a thrift store, then gets up and runs into it again. 
 
    Alexander gapes at her. “I don’t know what’s happening, but let’s get moving.”  
 
    We jog forward with increased urgency. The sky darkens, and rain pours down.  
 
    Alexander calls someone on his q-link. “Everyone’s freaking out in the streets, Boss.” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out later, just get back here,” says someone on the other end. 
 
    A woman in a sundress clutches her head, screaming as her eyes bleed. We dodge around her. Another shout, and a man falls to the ground, spasming.  
 
    “Oh my God,” yells a woman nearby. “I’m blind. I’m blind.” 
 
    Suddenly, people are wailing, dancing, screaming, and running in all directions as the day shatters into chaos. Gunshots followed by more screams cut through the pelting rain.  
 
    A thin woman darts in front of us and jumps on the back of a muscular man. “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Diablo. 
 
    He spins around and falls on her. She grunts from the impact.  
 
    A wrinkled man in shorts points at me. “It’s President Toscano. Look, everyone.” He runs toward us.  
 
    Oh hell no.  
 
    Nav scoops up Sunny, and we all begin to sprint. Rain drenches the ground before us, and a crash of thunder splits the sky.   
 
    Nav slows when she sees a young boy smashing his face into the ground, blood splattering around him. “We need to help him.” 
 
    I stop to turn back for him when something heavy lands on me and smashes me into the ground. I struggle to rise in a panic, but the man who’s on me is too bulky.  
 
    Nav dashes over, and with her cybernetic arm, grabs the man off me. The man flails around, and his fist connects with Nav’s cheek. She grunts and tosses him into the building next to us.  
 
    He slumps down, but his eyes are wide and crazed as he yells, “But I love you, President Toscano.” 
 
    Nav stands like a gladiator, rain clinking off her metal arm. Blood drips from a new cut on her cheek, and her eyebrows are dipped in anger.  
 
    I look at my wrist in horror when I see that my q-link is crushed. Nav’s notices and hands me hers.  
 
    “Access cloud,” I say. “Download Chim. Password D7LR21B85.”  
 
    Two more men, one bald, the other short come charging toward us. One shouts, “He’s right. It’s President Toscano. Let’s teach her a lesson for being so weak on South America.” 
 
    Nav faces the men with a scowl and adjusts her balance, like she’s ready to fight.  
 
    Alexander runs back and pulls on her arm. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    She hesitates, then relents as another gunshot sounds. We sprint down the wet streets, cool water splashing on our legs.  
 
    One out of three people we pass is screaming, flailing, crying, fighting, or laughing like lunatics. The rest are running like us or trying to help the people around them.  
 
    I take the opportunity to scan those who are affected and confirm my suspicions. They all have the Evo.  
 
     “They’re trashing our ride, Alexander,” says a muscular woman in the group. 
 
    A large crowd shouts around an open-air military vehicle, rocking it back and forth, with frenzied expressions. We all gape at the lunacy of it. 
 
    Then, as if it’s just another rainy summer day, everyone around the vehicle stops attacking it, and everyone else with the Evo pauses and shuts their mouths. 
 
    Those without Evos are too stunned to react to the abrupt end of insanity. The silence is sudden and pervasive.  
 
    The crowd looks around, confused when their nightmares don’t fade after waking. Then all hell breaks loose. The people around the car run off in different directions as others scream in horror and shout in pain.   
 
    A man in a suit clutches his bloody leg, wailing.  
 
    “What just happened?” asks someone. “What is this?” 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” yells a woman, whose wet hair sticks to her face. “Has anyone seen her?” 
 
    “He’s dead. Oh my God. He’s dead,” says a third as she shakes a small boy.   
 
    Diablo.  
 
    “Those poor people,” says Nav. “We need to help them.” 
 
    “It’s too risky, and that’s not the mission,” says Alexander’s bearded companion.  
 
    Alexander grits his teeth but nods. “Everyone in. Let’s get back to headquarters.”  
 
    We all cram into the vehicle and take off. Wind rushes by, cooling me from the ordeal. The driver presses a button, and a hologram of a sedan appears over us.  
 
    I hold Sunny tight and whisper, “Remember, no one can know what you are.” 
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    As we drive, we continue to pass by injured and crying people, who have others comforting them. I can’t even imagine why someone would need to hack everyone with the Evo. It feels like the world is falling apart around me. First, a prison escape, then the drones, and now this.  
 
    It was almost as if someone was testing out all the sadistic things they could do to people. I don’t know how I got wrapped up in this, but I don’t want any part of it.  
 
    I whisper to Nav, “Maybe we should just get out of this country. There are no Evos outside of America. We’d be safe.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No. This is bigger than us now. We need to figure this out, or more people will get hurt.” 
 
    I sigh as my hope for a normal life dims.  
 
    “I can’t believe that Anna wouldn’t come,” says Nav. “I should have carried her.”  
 
    “If you had, we’d both be dead,” I say. “Besides, she has the Evo. They could have used her against us.” 
 
    She nods, but her sullen expression remains.    
 
    I glance over at Alexander, who rests his rifle between his legs.  
 
    It’s a long, sleek weapon with an advanced looking scope. It’s smaller than the fifty-caliber snipers that TigerShadow liked in Silent City, but it was more than enough to take down the lightly armored LR7 Defense Drones.  
 
    I know that he was understating how hard it is to run and aim the thing since I’ve tried it in-game. And yet, he only missed once.  
 
    He’s young but older than I am. Maybe nineteen. It’s strange. I don’t know if I’m deluding myself, but he kind of looks like Jack Trackton…except for his eyes. Jack’s are disarming and make him look non-threatening and boyish. Alexander’s are like an eagle’s eyes, sharp and commanding. The combination of that and his rough look make me wary of him, but then again, I’m wary of everyone.  
 
    I take a slow breath and sense the world around me, the hum of our SUV, the smell of recently cut grass from someone’s lawn, and the sharp pain in my arm. Life has never been very good for me, but almost dying changes things. At this moment, I let it all touch me, even the pain in my arm and my recent horrors. I welcome any experience over empty darkness. 
 
    Alexander reaches into a side pocket and pulls out a pouch. “Let me look at your wound.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I suppose I am a little lightheaded.  
 
    “I’ll put a bullet patch on it, which will stop the bleeding, accelerate your healing, and numb the pain. It should be fine in a week.” 
 
    I move the bunched-up shirt away, and warm blood drips down my prison jumpsuit. I unzip it and pull it down to expose my shoulder.  
 
    “You’re tough. You’ll make an excellent addition to the team.” 
 
    I doubt I’ll be staying around, but I say nothing.  
 
    He moves a strand of wet hair out of his face and asks, “What’s your name, anyway?”  
 
    “Fae.” 
 
    He applies the patch to my wound. “Fae. Ah, like the fairy realm.”  
 
    I grit my teeth at the pain. “What?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m going to top you off with synthetic blood. Looks like you lost a bunch.” 
 
    I nod, and wince as he injects me with a needle.  
 
    When he’s done, he says, “Here, have some water.”  
 
    I take several large gulps, happy to rehydrate.  
 
    He raises his q-link and calls someone. “We saved them, Boss, and we’re on our way.” 
 
    “Is Naveha okay?” asks a man on the other end.  
 
    “She wasn’t hurt. The small one has a minor injury, but it’s nothing to worry about. We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    The small one? That was rude.  
 
    “Keep your wits about you,” says the other man. “Don’t take any risks.” 
 
    “Well, that was crazy,” says Alexander. “Let’s save the discussion until we’re back with Americus, though. Let me introduce you to everyone, Fae. Oh, first, do you need anything more for the pain?” 
 
    I shake my head. It’s bad, much worse than when my demon foster brother shot me with a pellet gun, but nothing I can’t handle.  
 
    “Tough. I knew it. The driver is Weird Tom. He’s an ancient alien theorist and a stickler for rules.”  
 
    The man with the six-inch beard and long bushy hair grunts. “It’s Thomas. He’s right about the aliens, though. Did you know that aliens taught ancient Egyptians how to make light bulbs? There’s evidence in the hieroglyphics. I could tell you things that would blow your mind.”  
 
    I discount the alien stuff, but interestingly, he’s not wearing a q-link, and I know he doesn’t have the Evo since he didn’t go crazy.  
 
    Alexander spirals his finger at his temple, where Tom can’t see it. “Riding shotgun. That’s Asher. He’s a ninja, but I still have the edge in hand to hand combat.”  
 
    A forty-something man with thick eyebrows and big ears waves. “You know I’m better than you, Alexander.” 
 
    Alexander shakes his head to me. “In the middle up there, that’s Astrid. She’s second in command to Americus and a powerlifter. Almost beat me at arm wrestling once.” 
 
    She turns around, and her exposed muscular shoulders speak volumes. “Hello, Fae. He’s never beaten me,” she says over the rush of the wind. 
 
     “And next to Naveha is Yumi,” says Alexander. “She’s newer. She plays a mean harmonica though…and she thinks Astrid is pretty.” 
 
    Yumi’s pale face blushes a bright red, and she shuts her dark eyes.  
 
    I envy her straight black hair. Mine always becomes a frizzy mess in humidity, and God forbid, I have to run from tons of lunatics in the rain.  
 
    Astrid glances back at Yumi with a slight smile on her angular face.  
 
    Alexander motions a hand toward me. “Everyone, this is Sprite.” 
 
    “It’s Fae.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said.” 
 
    Nav whispers in my ear, “just ignore him.” 
 
    It’s kind of hard because he talks so much, but I’ll do my best. 
 
    “What’s that little robot for?” asks Alexander, his long wavy hair blowing behind him.  
 
    I hold Sunny tighter. 
 
    “He’s too small to even carry your gear. Why didn’t you leave it?” 
 
    I can’t believe he’d suggest such a thing. “I like him.” 
 
    “What is he…one of those children’s toys?” 
 
    I lower my head, feeling even smaller than I already am. 
 
    “Alexander, enough,” says Nav.  
 
    He shrugs.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, we pull up to a building. A large metal gate rises, and we drive in. 
 
    Nav leans near my ear. “When you meet Americus, don’t get upset. He can be a grouch.” 
 
    Inside, it’s some kind of expansive warehouse. Crates and ammo boxes line one wall. The smell of well-seasoned meat drifts over from a kitchen area.  
 
    I crinkle my nose.  
 
    Ten or so people in various styles of clothes cheer, clap, and whistle as we drive by. Alexander stands and raises his big rifle above his head with a huge grin. 
 
    “You did it Alexander!” says a gray-haired man. 
 
    “Like Navin, himself,” shouts a plump woman in camouflaged shorts. 
 
    Hell, they love him. Maybe that’s why he’s so cocky.  
 
    We park next to several military vehicles, and everyone but me climbs out. A group of people crowds around, hugging and patting the backs of the ones who rescued us. Alexander receives the most attention. 
 
    I climb down from the SUV with Nav’s help, a dull ache in my legs, and a sharp pain in my shoulder.  
 
    After the celebration dies down, someone hands us all towels. We dry ourselves as Yumi and Astrid start chatting. Nearby, Asher, the big-eared man, flips around nunchucks.  
 
    When does he think he’s going to use them? I guess that’s why Alexander called him a ninja. 
 
    Weird Tom asks a few people to play poker, but no one seems interested. He slumps on a bench next to some kind of big cage with a frown. He takes out a deck of cards and shuffles them with practiced precision.  
 
    Alexander calls someone on his q-link. “The techniques in the book you recommended really work. I saved the day, and I’m back at base. I’ll tell you the details later.”  
 
    A dominant looking man with brown skin, similar to Nav’s, and a thick, peppered-gray beard steps in front of us. A raven that looks just like Navin’s did perches on a towel on the man’s shoulder.  
 
    I wilt back a few steps as I study the man. His bloodshot eyes are hard and unforgiving, and his military shirt tells me that he doesn’t mess around. Something about his face is familiar as if I’ve seen him somewhere, but I can’t remember where.  
 
    The man rests a thick hand on Alexander’s slimmer shoulder. “Thank Navin you were nearby. You’ve proven yourself again,” he says, his voice deep and powerful. 
 
    Alexander winks and holds out his fist. “Bump it.” 
 
    Americus grunts at him but taps his knuckles into Alexander’s. “Naveha, I’m glad you weren’t hurt.” He puts out his hand.  
 
    She looks down at it, sighs, and then shakes it. “Thanks for sending in the cavalry.” 
 
    “Are you still keeping it together after the accident?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Americus nods, then points at me. “And who’s this?” 
 
    I step in front of Sunny.  
 
    “This is Fae,” says Nav. 
 
    Americus frowns, the wrinkles around his eyes becoming deeper. “Can’t she talk?” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest and slouch down.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he says. “Let’s discuss what you’ve found out.” He turns away. “Alexander, come with us.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” says Alexander. 
 
    “You too, Astrid,” says Americus. 
 
    I start to follow. 
 
    “We don’t need you. Just take your toy,” says Americus, pointing at Sunny, “and go get some food. You’re safe now.” 
 
    I lower my head and stop. 
 
    Nav shoots me a sympathetic look. “Fae has firsthand knowledge, has had many valuable insights, and is a better hacker than me. We should include her.” 
 
    Americus casts me a doubtful glance. “Fine. Come.” 
 
    I lower my eyebrows behind his back. The old fool probably doesn’t even know how to use a q-link. I glance at his wrist, and I’m surprised to see a stylish, newer model. It’s probably for show. “Wait here, Sunny.” I follow them as we walk back to a small conference room.  
 
    We all sit, and everyone looks to Americus.  
 
    “First, an update. Gabriel and the Knights of Christ are okay and will be back from their protest tomorrow.” Americus sets his grim expression on Nav. “Update me on your infiltration of the Cardinal Post, then we’ll talk about this other insanity.” 
 
    She was talking to him? Not sure how I feel about her not telling me.  
 
    “We interviewed their Board of Directors,” says Nav. “We learned there’s a buyout offer from Candor News. Anna McCloud, a board woman at the Post, opposed the first vote and then conveniently had a schizophrenic break before the second. Since they needed a unanimous vote, it’s very suspect.” 
 
    Americus grunts. “Anything about the reporter?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Just that they were uncomfortable when we asked. Right, Fae?”  
 
    Everyone looks at me, including the hard-eyed Americus. 
 
     I glance up at his unforgiving face, then lower my gaze. “Yeah.” 
 
    Americus shakes his head as if annoyed at the distraction. “We’ll need to figure out what news story she was going to run. I wonder if there’s more or if it’s really just about the buyout going through.” 
 
    How would Barbra be tied to the buyout? She was a military analyst. And what about this latest mess? Are people this sick that they’d give others hallucinations to get what they want? I have no idea. I shouldn’t have copied all my work in history class to spend more time coding. But then maybe I wouldn’t have escaped the prison.  
 
    “There’s still Barbra Scavo, Fae’s foster mother,” says Nav. “She’s involved somehow but doesn’t seem connected to the buyout.” 
 
    “Right,” says Americus. “She’s the one who killed herself.” 
 
    I flinch at his blunt statement. How dare he?  
 
    “What you know about Barbra that might be relevant?” Americus asks me.  
 
    I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I shut it and try to build up my courage.  
 
    Americus smacks the table, and his raven leaps up, flapping its wings. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Come on,” says Nav. “She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Geez, Americus. You need to lighten up,” says Alexander. “She was shot, you know.”  
 
    Americus frowns at both of them, then turns back to me. “Sorry, go on.” His eyes seem even more bloodshot now, and the bags under them deeper.  
 
    Even though the last thing I want to do is talk to Americus, I force the words out. “Barbra suffered from untreatable schizophrenia just like the other two women. Also, like them, she had the Evo. When she quit her job as a military analyst, she said, ‘you hear distressing things.’ I didn’t know what to make about it at the time, but now I wonder what she heard.”  
 
    “Got it. Anything else?” asks Americus. 
 
    “When she killed herself…” A moment of sadness washes over me as I relive her death again.  
 
    Nav puts her hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Go on,” says Americus.  
 
    “Give her a minute,” says Astrid. “Have some compassion.” 
 
    Americus lowers his eyebrows. “We’ve all been through a lot.” 
 
    Astrid looks down. “Right.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I say, not wanting problems. “When Barbra killed herself, she wrote on the wall that she couldn’t face him and for me to run to the clouds. She also drew the Eye of Ra.” 
 
    Americus’ face scrunches up. “Who was she afraid of, and what does run to the clouds mean?” 
 
    “She was hallucinating,” says Alexander. “Maybe it doesn’t mean anything.”  
 
    “Maybe,” says Americus. “But she’s definitely tied into this. So, what in Navin’s name do you think all the insanity was today? It must be the Evo, but did anyone get confirmation?” 
 
    I look around, hoping someone else scanned the affected people. Alexander shrugs, Astrid shakes her head, and Nav looks at him blankly.  
 
    Hell, looks like I have to talk. “I scanned them, and it seemed to me that all the affected people had the Evo.” 
 
    Americus scowls. “That settles it then. There’s a mass problem with the Evo. I’ve always been wary of it. True libertarians know better than to put any computers in their bodies. It was bad enough when it was just the threat of tracking and privacy invasion. Now, it’s so much more.” 
 
    “I’m glad you taught me about it, Boss,” says Alexander.  
 
    “So, this is somehow tied to the Cardinal Post buyout, and a military analyst,” says Americus. “And Fae, you’re also accused of murder, right?” 
 
    Sweat trickles down my sides. “Yes.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just because you were connected to Barbra. They thought you knew something, so they tried to get rid of you.” 
 
    That would make sense. 
 
    “It seems like a hack because people were targeted, but do you know for sure it’s not a malfunction?” Americus asks Nav.  
 
    “We don’t know for sure, but the first three Evo issues were local, and the Evo distribution in this area was part of a larger batch. We should check if this latest insanity was also local. That would make it nearly impossible that it was a malfunction.” 
 
    “Astrid,” says Americus, “contact the other brigades and ask them about the mass hysteria.” 
 
    Astrid steps away from the table and calls someone.  
 
    “Naveha, bring up the articles about Barbra, Sandra, and Anna,” says Americus. “Let’s see if we can learn anything else. Also, search for other articles about schizophrenia or hallucinations.” 
 
    “We searched for related articles before,” says Nav, “but I’ll check for new ones. Oh, but first, I need a q-link.” 
 
    Alexander hands her his, and she uploads her operating software.  
 
    It looked like there was a lot more than just hallucinations going on. I look to Nav, hoping she’ll say something.  
 
    She doesn’t.  
 
    Hell. I raise my hand.  
 
    Americus motions impatiently. “Spit it out.”  
 
    I breathe deeply as Nav showed me, taking a moment to compose myself. “We saw a variety of medical and emotional issues in the streets. I think we’ll have to look for more than just hallucinations.”  
 
    “Good observation,” he says.  
 
    Astrid sits down again, her exposed shoulder muscles flexing as she does. “The other brigade leaders say nothing unusual happened in their cities.” 
 
    “It’s hacking for sure then,” says Nav, “but I have no idea who would be good enough.” She taps the table while she scrolls through holograms. “I don’t see any new related articles. Let me bring up the old ones. Cube, open my saved articles from the Cardinal Post.”  
 
    “You have no saved articles,” says her q-link.  
 
    “Weird. I did. Cube, check the Cardinal Post for anything mentioning schizophrenia.” 
 
    “There are no articles,” says her q-link. 
 
    “What? Where did they go?” asks Americus.  
 
    Nav shrugs as she searches the news site. Holographic text appears before us. Americus leans forward to read it. 
 
    ‘The Cardinal Post has been bought out by Candor News. All traffic will now route through the Candor News mesh-site.’ 
 
    “Let me check their site,” says Nav. She does, then gasps. “They’re not there.” 
 
    Americus pounds the table, and his raven shifts its feet. “This must be a cover-up. It looks like they bought them to hide the articles and conceal whatever they’re doing with the Evo.” 
 
    “Now this is getting exciting,” says Alexander.  
 
    Is he crazy? This is terrible.  
 
    “It’s strange that no other media covered the stories,” says Americus. “I have a feeling there’s a reason for it. Naveha, check to see if Candor News has recently bought any other companies.” 
 
    Nav searches, then says, “They haven’t.”  
 
    “Wait...” Americus says as he rubs his beard. “Check to see if any other companies are buying media outlets.”  
 
    “You sure like to order me around like I’m one of your Loyalists,” says Nav. “You know you can use your q-link too.” 
 
    Americus’ eyebrows dip. “Just cooperate. I don’t need your attitude right now.”  
 
    Nav sighs. “Cube, bring up a list of all media companies that have been bought in the last year.” 
 
    A holographic list appears. There are hundreds of companies.  
 
    “In Navin’s name,” says Americus. “That must be nearly every media outlet in the country. Who’s buying them?”  
 
    “Looks like all sorts of different companies,” says Nav.  
 
    “Hmm. That doesn’t make sense,” says Americus. “Can you identify if the purchasing companies are connected somehow?” 
 
    Nav shrugs and looks at me. “I don’t know. Fae?” 
 
    I’m sure I could figure out a way to track payments or network connections, but it would take a while. “I bet we can find a program on the dark mesh. It’s risky to steal from them, though. Does anyone have money?” 
 
    “I got it,” says Alexander.  
 
    I find a program, Alexander pays, and I run the scan. The results pop up between us. Americus and Astrid gape, and Nav’s eyes go wide. Alexander seems to be studying the ceiling.  
 
    “Infoworld Media,” growls Americus. “For freedom’s sake. The largest media company is buying all the others. This is bad.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” asks Alexander. 
 
    “If you control all media, you control people’s minds,” says Americus. “Before the revolution, the shadow government controlled ninety-five percent of the media. After the old American government created the fact-checking czar and told people what was true and what was not, they gained complete control. It’s happening again. How has the Antitrust Division missed this?” 
 
    “Just another example of why we shouldn’t pay taxes,” says Nav.  
 
    “Enough, Naveha,” says Americus.  
 
    “Boss, give me a squad of five Loyalists,” says Alexander. “I’ll disable Infoworld’s entire criminal network.” 
 
    Americus lowers his hand for Alexander to simmer down. “Not yet. We need more information.” He raises his q-link. “Zill, get me Gerald, my NIA asset, and put it on speaker.” Americus tells his asset what we found.  
 
    “I haven’t heard anything yet, Major,” says Gerald, “but we’re second to none. We’ll figure this out just like we always did in the Marines. Keep me posted on anything else you learn.” Gerald disconnects.  
 
    “He was always the smartest of my men,” says Americus. “Now that he works for the NIA, he’s invaluable.” He rubs his thick beard. “So, Infoworld corners the media market, then targets all Evos in Stroudsburg. Why would they? And how do they have the capabilities? Someone else must be pulling the strings. And who’s more likely than the company who created the Evo, Xyphotech.” 
 
    “Those scum. They wouldn’t dare,” says Nav. 
 
    Americus grunts. “They’re one of the most powerful companies in America, and they have past ties to Infoworld since they were both a part of Limitless Corp before antitrust action split them up.” 
 
    Interesting. Sounds plausible.  
 
    “I want to find out what article Sandra was working on and if possible, what Barbra learned,” says Americus. “We also need to get more information about Xyphotech and Infoworld. When we have what we need, we can turn it over to the government.” 
 
    Nav scoffs. “Like we can trust them.” 
 
    “Stop!” says Americus. “We can trust them…except for the NIA scum of course.” 
 
    Nav shuts her mouth but looks like she’s seething.  
 
    I gaze out the window to calm myself. The rain has stopped, and the sun shines in a blue sky. The serenity of it almost makes it seem like the Evo attack never happened. I take a few breaths and try to tune out Americus and Nav’s argument. Hell, this is stressful. I wish I could relax in the sun with nothing to do but watch coding tutorials or daydream about cute gamer-guys.  
 
    Four fiery explosions flash in the distance, ripping apart the stillness of the moment. A second later, the room rumbles ominously. We all leap to our feet and run to the windows.   
 
    Dark clouds of smoke plume in the distance near the military base outside of town. An approaching rumble deafens me as two low-flying jets screech by our window. I flinch as another fiery cloud erupts in the distance. A series of loud pops from some kind of mortar follow the explosion.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I stare wide-eyed at multiple mushroom clouds. I just hope they’re not nuclear.  
 
    Americus jogs out to the main room and says, “Everyone away from the windows. Put on your body armor and grab your rifles.” 
 
    Twenty or so people scramble around, putting on armor, picking up guns, and checking ammo. They gather in the center of the room around circular couches.  
 
    Diablo. What the hell is happening?  
 
    “Astrid, find out what’s going on,” says Americus.  
 
    “No news yet, sir.” 
 
    We sit in tense anticipation. My stomach burns from the anxiety in a way that I haven’t felt in years. I focus on slowing my breathing, and it feels like an eternity until Astrid’s q-link beeps.  
 
    “Sir, the US military is reporting that there’s been an attack by the South American military at Fort Stroudsburg. A squad of stealth jets somehow managed to get by our military’s detection perimeter,” says Astrid. “The American military is preparing to strike back. Looks like it’s war.” 
 
     Americus punches a fist into his palm. “How did they manage that? This throws off all of our theories. The RSA is now the most likely Evo hacking culprit.” 
 
    “Let’s mobilize, Americus,” says Alexander, his eyes lighting up. “We need to get to Fort Stroudsburg now.”  
 
    Americus shakes his head. “We don’t have the arms or manpower to take on a full military strike.” 
 
    “I agree, sir,” says Astrid. “Hold on. The president just made a statement.” Astrid plays the message. 
 
    A hologram of President Toscano materializes in front of us. Her sharp features are set in a grim expression. “We are at war with the Republic of South America, but we will be victorious. Despite their recent military modernization, the American Military is still the most advanced in the world. Everyone, shelter in place until we make further announcements,” she says, accentuating her powerful voice with hand motions.  
 
    So that confirms it. The RSA must have been testing their control over the Evo in Stroudsburg before the strike.  
 
    “We’ll follow her order,” says Americus. “With America’s new missile defense systems and tenth generation Liberator drones, they have no chance. Keep your wits about you, though, and be ready for action. Otherwise, it’s business as usual until we hear more.” 
 
    People relax and disperse to various parts of the room.  
 
    Nav clasps my hand. “It’s going to be okay. Just relax.” She looks at my dirty, ripped jumpsuit and frowns. “Let’s get some new clothes. Then we can get cleaned up.” 
 
    I try to relax a bit, but this is crazy. As if things weren’t bad enough, now we’re at war. What can I do, though? Nothing but wait, I suppose.  
 
    We walk over to a device that is a three-foot-wide cylinder on a five-foot stand. Nav presses a button, and a holographic interface appears. “Show me small…” Nav eyes me. “Extra small woman’s tank tops.” 
 
    An assortment of different style tanks appears in front of us.  
 
    “Pick out five or so outfits. You can even add images.”  
 
    I scroll through until I find a style that I like. I add the Silent City logo on one, then pick several more shirts and pairs of shorts. 
 
    “Print,” says Nav.  
 
    I grin as the shirt grows under the machine and then drops onto a shelf.  
 
    “Clothes printer,” says Nav. “It uses a synthetic material, and you can print any outfit.” 
 
    Nav prints her own clothes, and then we go down a hall to a shower. We take turns, and when we’re done, I feel much better.  
 
    “I have one more gift for you,” says Nav, now wearing a T-shirt with the anarchy logo. She hands me a q-link. “It’s the Lumicode 4000. They had an extra one. I know it must have been hard to lose yours.” 
 
    “Thank you. I love it.” I put it on my wrist and admire its oval face and slim blue band.  
 
    “Now, let’s go see what they have to eat around here,” she says. “You need to recover from that gunshot.” 
 
    We leave for the kitchen, and Sunny catches up to us.  
 
    Three people walk by with heaping plates of food. “Hey, Naveha,” says one. 
 
    She nods to him.  
 
    Americus leans against a wall next to the kitchen, eating the meal. I study his face, trying to place where I saw him. After a moment, I shrug.  
 
    A burly man, dressed in a button-down shirt under his vest, whistles as he cooks two pans of seasoned veggies and rice. A completed stir-fry and separate plates of meat sit on the counter. He wears a stamped silver bracelet on one arm and some kind of technological device next to his q-link on his other arm.  
 
    He stops and turns to us. “Naveha,” he says with a wide smile before hugging her. “I was worried about you. How’d you make it through the drone attack? It must have been harrowing.” 
 
    She shakes her head with a huff. “The government shouldn’t be allowed to use them on people.” 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve heard it happen,” he says. 
 
    She shrugs. “Fae and I destroyed several drones, but Alexander saved us in the end.” 
 
    Brandon winces at Alexander’s name, then turns to me. “Who’s your friend here?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. This is Fae.” 
 
    He smiles at me as he adjusts his bracelet. “You know what? You look just like this friend I made when filming my adventure TV series in the Dominican Republic.” 
 
    Interesting. I wonder what it was about. 
 
    “Only your eyes are a much more beautiful shade of brown.” 
 
    I look down, my face suddenly hot and smile at the compliment. Something about him, though, tells me to stay away. 
 
    “I like your shirt,” says Brandon. “That’s Silent—” 
 
    “Watch out for this one,” says Alexander from behind me. “He’ll say anything to get you into bed.”  
 
    Oh. I step away from Brandon, crossing my arms.  
 
    Brandon scowls at Alexander, his eyebrows lowering. “Still bitter, I see.” 
 
    “Always will be,” he says, now dressed in a military shirt under his vest. His eyes bore into Brandon’s. 
 
    Nav looks between them, a frown of confusion on her face. I take another step back, worried it will come to blows. After a moment, the more muscular Brandon turns away.  
 
    “Just lay off of Fae,” says Alexander. “She just went through something traumatic.” 
 
    That was nice.  
 
    Alexander passes up Brandon’s stir-fry and grabs a can of soup. He tosses it to his other hand, then takes two more before leaving. 
 
    Brandon shakes his head with a scowl. “Noob,” he mumbles.  
 
    “I like your haircut Brandon,” says Nav as if trying to change the mood. 
 
    Brandon smiles. “I did it myself. My mom used to own a salon that I worked at when I was young.” 
 
    “I’ll have to hit you up at some point.” 
 
    “Anytime,” he says, looking into her eyes. “I’m sorry to hear about your husband.” 
 
    She rests her cybernetic hand on his shoulder. “Thanks, Brandon. That means a lot to me.” 
 
     “Will you be joining us now?” he asks Nav. “Your kind heart always lights up this place.” 
 
    She smiles, looking flattered. “Thank you. That’s nice to hear. I’ll be sticking around…even though it’s hard to tolerate the boss.” 
 
    He nods knowingly. “Enjoy your lunch. We’ll catch up more later, Naveha.”  
 
    “Fae, grab a plate,” says Nav. 
 
    I grab one from a stack and load up with stir-fry. 
 
    “No meat?” she asks. 
 
    “Not for me.”  
 
    “Nice, me either,” she says. “Even though it’s all lab-grown now, I still can’t bring myself to eat it. You’ll like the vegetables, though. Brandon is quite the cook. He worked as a chief for a few years.” She prepares a plate, and we both walk to a bench. 
 
    Sunny sits next to me, and I pat his dented head. I want to talk to him about the day’s events, but it will have to wait. 
 
    Nav leans over. “Make sure he doesn’t give himself away. This crowd is less forgiving than I am.” 
 
    I don’t like the sound of that. I take a bite of the delicious meal as I look around the room. Americus sits at a table with some older men. They listen intently as he talks.  
 
    “There’s such an age difference here,” I say. 
 
    “Patriotism is for all ages,” says Nav. “At least that’s what Americus would say.” 
 
    “It seems like you don’t really fit in with your views.” 
 
    “I believe in complete freedom, but we all agree that the National Intelligence Agency’s creation was unconstitutional.” 
 
    “Screw them,” I say, then notice Brandon talking to some younger woman who giggles. “What was Brandon’s TV show?” 
 
    “Isn’t that cool? It was a rewrite of this old show called Lost, where this group of people crashes on an island, and weird things happen to them. It was fantastic, but they canceled it after one season. Bad timing, I guess.” 
 
    “So, what happened between Brandon and Alexander?” 
 
    Nav shrugs. “I was wondering the same thing. I’ve only been here a few times. I’m not that close to anyone.” 
 
    A spark of flame draws my eyes to the corner of the room. Alexander holds an open can of soup with an oven mitt and heats it with a blowtorch.  
 
    What the hell?  
 
    When he’s done heating the soup, he stirs it and pours it into his mouth.  
 
    Nav shakes her head. “I told you, he’s a character.” 
 
    “So,” I say and put my hand on hers. “Thanks for blocking those bullets back there. That was close.” 
 
    “Anytime, StarFeather. You know that.” 
 
    She gazes at our hands and smiles. “Your hacking saved us too, though. I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    A glint of light catches my eye. Alexander holds some kind of golden circle. He looks at it with a fond smile, then takes out a cloth rubs it.  
 
    Look at those eyes. So green.  
 
    “After we finish eating,” says Nav. “Let’s go to the room and settle in.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.”  
 
    We finish and rinse our dishes, the remaining food particles sliding off the nano-glass coating. I glance at Alexander one more time to see him talking through his q-link to someone. We leave for the room, Sunny following at our heels.  
 
     I put down my messenger bag and sit on the bed. Sunny sits nearby and summons a holographic representation of his seal, Bean. He pets him, and the interactive hologram wiggles his tail and waves. 
 
    Huh. When did he program that?  
 
    Nav narrows her eyes at the hologram. “I can’t believe we’re in a war now. What else is going to happen?” 
 
    I lower my head into my hands, my curls draping over my face. I’m just so overwhelmed. “Can we talk about something else? I just can’t deal with that right now.” 
 
    “I know just the thing. Cube, activate nature projection two.”  
 
    A forest of pines grows around us, and an owl hoots in the background.  
 
     “Let’s trade some programming tips,” says Nav. “I need a crash course in SAS, and I’ll teach you some of the more advanced tricks I’ve learned.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    After talking for hours and eating dinner, the sky darkens, and Nav gets tired. She curls up to sleep, and after about ten minutes of her deeper steady breathing, I slide over to Sunny.  
 
    “I’m wondering if we should try to slip out of the country,” I say. “Then we can avoid this war and my arrest.” 
 
    “Without Naveha?” asks Sunny. 
 
    Memories of her taunt me. I hear her concern as she says she’ll help me when I needed her most. I remember the taste of the extra food she made me when I was starving, and how she cleaned my wounds. I felt close to her during our year playing Silent City, but somehow, I feel so much closer now in just a short time.  
 
    I like to help people, but this is just crazy. We could die. I want to get back to programming my foster care blockchain and making things better for people without the risk. I also want human connections, though. If I leave, I’ll never see Nav again.  
 
    “Nav won’t come,” I say. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “She’s a saint.” 
 
    “Really? What miracle did she perform?” he asks. 
 
    “No, I was—” Sunny’s broad smile gives me pause.  
 
    “I was being sarcastic,” he says. 
 
    I roll my eyes.  
 
    “Are you sure leaving is safer? There’s a–” 
 
    “Hey, Sprite. Talking to your toy?” asks Alexander from the doorway, with a big grin.  
 
    I lower my head, too embarrassed to respond.  
 
    “Come on,” he says. “I’ll show you my guns. It’ll give you a chance to talk to a human.” 
 
    Normally, I’d be wary of a guy inviting me somewhere, especially at night, but for whatever reason, Alexander isn’t setting off my alarms. “Okay.” 
 
    His smile stretches, and he walks toward his room. 
 
    “Sunny, wait for me here. I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    Sunny glances down the hall, then back at me. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I say, then catch up to Alexander.  
 
    “You talk to that robot? Aren’t they really dumb?” 
 
    I shrug. “I’ve had him for a long time.” 
 
    We come to a small room with a bed, a bench, and a suitcase with clothes spilling out of it. Some kind of pungent chemical smell hangs in the air. My nose wrinkles.   
 
    “That’s probably the gun oil you smell. Or maybe the solvent. I clean my guns a lot,” he says and waves to the wall behind me.  
 
    I turn around. A long revolver and four military sniper rifles with considerable scopes hang on the wall. My eyebrows rise at the display. I saw similar guns in Silent City, but it’s a lot different to see them in the real world. He takes down the revolver and hands it to me.  
 
    The weight of it pushes down my hand, and I nearly drop it before using my other hand to support it. 
 
    “Forty-four magnum. Six-inch barrel. Eight round capacity. That’s my backup.” 
 
    “You could thrash someone with this.” 
 
    His smile widens. “Those South Americans better watch out.”  
 
    I hand the revolver back. He takes it in one hand as if the weight is nothing. Stronger than he seems.  
 
    “So tell me about your parents,” he says. 
 
    An image of my mom in a hospital bed flashes in my mind. Her skin was so pale, her breathing ragged. I still remember her last gasp of breath as she left me.  
 
    “No? Okay. Do you have any siblings?” 
 
    A chill passes through me. “I…no.” 
 
    “What do you like to do for fun?” he asks as he takes down the sleek rifle that he shot the drones with. 
 
    “I like to program and game.” 
 
    He hands me the rifle, and I stumble under its weight.  
 
    “I’ve never been into computers. I spend most of my time training,” he says. 
 
    I can’t imagine life without computers. He’s so strange. I lower the end of the barrel to the ground and grip the rifle’s textured rubber stock. I could never fire something so big, but it’s cool to hold one. “This is amazing. I’ve never been good with sniper rifles.” 
 
    His green eyes light up. “Oh. You shoot?” he asks, excitement thick in his voice. 
 
    I look down, embarrassed. “Umm. Not really.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I played this first-person shooter a lot.” 
 
    “FPSs are actually decent training,” he says. “But if you ever want to be an expert marksman, I’ll teach you. I’m kind of a big deal around here.” 
 
    I smile at his ridiculousness. But it’s a nice offer and would be a valuable skill in my current situation.  
 
    “I overheard you talking about leaving. Are you going to?” 
 
    I shake my head with a sigh. “I don’t know.” 
 
    He stares at me, an eyebrow raised. “There’s a war going on. You could be killed in your attempt to leave.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “It will be a lot safer with us until the war is over. Or at least until we start fighting. But even then, you could stay back.” 
 
    I imagine running through the streets to flee the war and a stray rocket incinerating Sunny and me. My shoulders sag. I don’t like the sound of that. At least here, we’re inside a secure building with an armed militia. Besides, it would be nice to have more time with Nav. I sigh. “I’ll stay for now.” 
 
    “Great.” He holds out his closed fist.  
 
    I look at it and then back to him.  
 
    “Bump it,” he says. 
 
    I shake my head, and he shrugs.  
 
    “What’s the deal with Americus? Is he always like this?” 
 
    Alexander laughs. “He’s usually not as coarse. He hasn’t been sleeping much since Naveha contacted us about the Evo. He’s a great motivator and teacher. He’s taught us hand-to-hand combat, battle strategy, tactics…you name it. And no one knows more about the deposed old American government or the revolution. I admire him.” 
 
    He sounds all right. “It’s interesting that he has the same type of pet that Navin did.”  
 
    “Ron Paul is awesome. He even talks sometimes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You’ll hear him eventually. Americus also trained him to deliver messages, just like Navin’s did.” 
 
    “His raven did that?”  
 
    “You never heard the story?” asks Alexander. “General Briggs was pinned down, his communications jammed. He was doomed. Then he sent his raven with a message to his reserve force. They arrived just in time and turned the battle.” 
 
    I purse my lips. Impressive. If I’m going to be stuck with a bunch of government lovers, maybe I should learn a bit. “Were things really so bad before the revolution?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Didn’t pay attention in class?” 
 
    I shrug.  
 
    “Things were bad for a while, but after America adopted the social credit system, it became unbearable for people. The government tracked everything you did, everywhere you went, everyone you talked to, everything you bought, and everything you read. They said it was to keep us safe, but really, it was for control. If you had unapproved ideas or spoke out against the government, you’d receive a low rating, which would increase your taxes. If it got too low, they’d take away your universal basic income, healthcare, and ability to travel.” 
 
    I shuffle my feet. “That’s crazy that the government even paid for those things, but I can see how that system would be abused. That would have been the end of free speech, right?” 
 
    He nods gravely. “Yes, and President Toscano says it best when she quotes Benjamin Franklin, ‘Without freedom of thought, there can be no such thing as wisdom…and…’ wait, how does it go? Oh, yeah. ‘And no such thing as liberty without freedom of speech.’”  
 
    “How did people let that happen?” 
 
    “When you make changes slowly, people get used to them and don’t realize they’re being trapped. It’s like that boiling frog thing,” he says, meeting my eyes.  
 
    I look away and pull at one of my curls. Boiling frog? What is he talking about? “I imagine it got worse after that.”  
 
    He picks a piece of fuzz off his military shirt and blows on it to send it flying. “After they had complete control, the real tragedies began. There are so many stories I could tell you, but this one always inspired me to protect our freedom. When Navin and the liberty movement began to take off, the totalitarian regime got scared and wanted to put a quick end to the problem. Do you know what a false flag is?” 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “One of the intelligence agencies, we don’t know which, dressed as liberty movement supporters and attacked a big bank in New York. They killed all twenty-seven people inside, then spray painted, ‘End the Fed’ on the walls.” 
 
    I gasp. “The government did this to their own people?” 
 
    “You can see why people rose up. The trick would have worked too if Navin’s contacts didn’t find proof that it was staged. That revelation turned public opinion heavily toward liberty.” 
 
    Hell. “That sounds like a movie. How horrible for those people.” 
 
    “If you think that’s wild, I’ll tell you some other true conspiracies that will shake your faith in humanity. Meet me in the training room at ten tomorrow morning. I’ll show you around, then we’ll see how good of a shot we can make you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    A SICKENING REALIZATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And those are just a few of the times that the government staged violent riots in order to crack down,” says Alexander. 
 
    Hell, sounds like people had it bad. 
 
    “Now prepare yourself. Your mind is about to be blown.” I follow him to the parking bay, and he motions to a dump truck with a flourish. “Check this out.” 
 
    “I’ve seen dump trucks.” Does he really think I’m that sheltered?  
 
    “Caesar,” he says into his all-black q-link, “drop the vehicle hologram.” 
 
    I squint and then inwardly laugh at his q-link’s name. 
 
    The hologram melts away, and the vehicle grows longer and wider with thick metal armor. The tires transform into tracks, and a long barrel stretches from the front.  
 
    I shake my head in awe. Diablo.  
 
    “Corefense XM20 fast strike tank. With its fusion-powered electric motors, it can reach seventy miles an hour. Its main gun is a sixty-millimeter, no line of sight cannon that can hit targets from ten miles away.”  
 
    “Now that’s impressive. Where did you get it?” 
 
    He grins. “Americus has connections. Maybe we can use it in the war. I wish they’d give us another update.” 
 
    Hell, they mean business.  
 
    He motions me on. “Here’s the training room.” 
 
    We peek into a room with blue padding on the walls. On one side, several people dressed in sparring gear practice hand-to-hand combat. Astrid tests a low kick against a Loyalist I don’t know. He jerks back.  
 
    “You can’t just dodge all day, Silas,” says Astrid.  
 
    Silas lowers his eyebrows and lunges at her. She dips low, grabs his legs, and flips him over her shoulder. Silas flies through the air and crashes to the mat. 
 
    “Come on, Silas,” says Asher, who whips around nunchucks nearby. “Americus taught you better, and Navin knows I’ve reinforced the lessons enough.” 
 
    Large-nosed Silas groans and wipes sweat from his face. “I’m not a natural like you and Astrid. Laser battle me, and I’ll crush you.” 
 
    On the other side of the room, teams of Loyalists run around an obstacle course, rolling under barricades, leaping hurdles, and firing practice guns at each other. The match progresses until Americus stands alone against four Loyalists.  
 
    “Looks like you taught me too well, Americus,” says Brandon, from behind a barrier. “The student becomes the master.” 
 
    Americus growls, dashes forward, and leaps over the tall barrier with the agility of a much younger man. Brandon and the others fumble with their guns, completely unprepared for the sudden attack. Americus fires four times in a blur. His opponents drop to the ground as if paralyzed. 
 
    Hell, I’d hate to fight him. “Americus is talented.” 
 
    “He was a Marine Raider,” says Alexander. “They’re one of the fiercest most lethal small strike forces in the world.” 
 
    Good to have around. “How do those guns work?”  
 
    “It’s the suits. When it registers a hit from the lasers, it temporarily paralyzes that part of the body.” 
 
    Good training method. It would have been cool to have the suits for Silent City. 
 
    Americus helps Brandon stand. “You’re getting better. Always stay alert, though. Let’s finish talking about the improvements the new constitution made over the old one later.” 
 
    Brandon nods excitedly as he removes his suit. “Sounds good. Let’s focus on the ‘no personhood for corporations’ amendment.” 
 
    Alexander motions me away from the room. “Let’s go shoot.”  
 
    We go to another area that has several long hallways, separated by walls. A small window allows me to see two other Loyalists shooting. We enter one of the ranges.  
 
    “Do you mind if I run some sprints before we start?” I ask. “This looks like a great place.” 
 
    “Sure, let’s race first.” 
 
    I shrug but glance at his long legs. Might be tough to beat. 
 
    We line up, he counts to three, and we dash forward. He gets a better start, but it’s not long before I catch up and overtake him.  
 
    When we reach the end, he says, “You sure are fast.” 
 
    I’ve always been fast, and I trained regularly since I never knew when I’d have to run from abuse. I started slacking while with Barbra, though, and need to get back on track. Speed is about the most essential thing in the world right now. 
 
    Not long after, I come to a ragged halt after my fiftieth sprint.  
 
    “Fast and a hard worker,” he says. “I like it.”  
 
    I pull at my damp tank top and try to fan myself.  
 
    “How’s your bullet wound, by the way?” 
 
    I peel up the patch to look.  
 
    “That’s a lot of healing overnight. When I was shot, it took a week to look like that.” 
 
    “You were shot?” 
 
    “Some friends and I were playing the game where you shoot at people’s feet, and they dance away from the bullets. Unfortunately, I didn’t dance fast enough.” 
 
    I definitely never heard of that game.  
 
    “It was no big deal. The bullet slipped between my bones. Ready to shoot?” 
 
    The second most important thing…or probably the third after hacking. I think he’ll be surprised by my skill. I did fire off a million rounds in Silent City. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Prepare to learn from the master.”  
 
    I chuckle.  
 
    “Safety first, though.” He hands me a pair of shooting glasses and two small sticky dots.  
 
    I put on the glasses, but I’m not sure what to do with the dots. I don’t want to seem stupid, though. What would they be for? Hearing, but they’re too small. Stupid it is. “What are these?” 
 
    “These are great,” he says. “Just put them in your ears.” 
 
    I do, still confused since they’re too small to block sound. 
 
    “Caesar,” he says into his q-link. “Activate hearing protection.”  
 
    The dots in my ears expand to fill the entire hole. I flinch at the strange feeling but then smile.  
 
    “See,” he says, his voice dulled by the hearing protection. “It’s so you can wear them all the time and quickly expand them whenever a gunfight breaks out. They can also be used as headphones.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Let’s see what gun might work best for you,” he says and walks over to a gun cabinet.  
 
    I wish he had a Trexstar K10 laser, but I’ll have to make do.  
 
    He returns with a sniper rifle I don’t recognize from my time in Silent City.  
 
    “It’s a three-oh-eight. It’s smaller than my favorite, the fifty caliber, but you’re small. You can only use the big ones if you’re stationary anyway. All right, first, always check to make sure it’s unloaded or loaded, which it is since I always keep my guns loaded. So here’s how you do that.” He steps up, unlocks the magazine, and shows me the bullets inside. They’re bigger than the guard’s assault rifle I stole.  
 
    “This is a ten shot semi-automatic,” he says. “So each trigger pull is one bullet.” 
 
    Who doesn’t know that? I want to roll my eyes but don’t since he’s helping me.  
 
    “Let me see your stance.” 
 
    I brace myself with my right foot back and my left foot forward. 
 
    “Put your one foot back a little more. Good. Now, raise the rifle.” 
 
    I raise it to my shoulder, my arms shaking.  
 
    “Hold it steady. Umm. A little steadier.” 
 
    My arm shakes even more. Hell, this thing is heavy.  
 
    “I guess you’re weaker than I thought,” he says with a smirk, then takes the gun back.  
 
    I frown at him. “I’m surprised you can carry it. You look so skinny.” 
 
    He barks out a laugh. “You have no idea. My ripped body would put Alexander the Great’s to shame.” 
 
    I eye him in his long-sleeve military shirt, trying to decide if it could be true. “Who’s Alexander the Great anyway?” 
 
    His jaw drops, and he shakes his head. “You don’t know?” he asks me incredulously.   
 
    I try to think of who it could be, already feeling stupid because of the earplugs. As much as I didn’t pay attention in history class, I feel like I remember the name from somewhere. Alexander likes shooting and guns. Maybe he was someone from the war. “Did he fight under Navin?” 
 
    Alexander throws back his head and laughs.  
 
    I look away, embarrassed. So much for not seeming dumb.  
 
    “He was an ancient king who carved out a huge empire with brilliant military tactics. He was probably the most brilliant tactician, but of course, you have Julius Caesar, and he’s Italian, so that’s extra points. And Navin Briggs, he’s incredible because he also freed us.” 
 
    I nod, not sure what to say. 
 
    “Do you know much about them?” 
 
    I should probably lie to save face. “No.” For some reason, I don’t. 
 
    “I’ll teach you about them and their tactics. You never know when you’ll need the knowledge.”  
 
    I loved devising my own tactics in Silent City, but it would be smart to study existing ideas. “I’m game.” 
 
    “In due time. But let’s get back to shooting for now. “Let’s try a pistol.” He walks back to the cabinet and pulls out a Torg forty-five APC with a reflex sight. It was one of TigerShadow’s favorites. He shakes his head, puts it away, and takes out a much smaller pistol.  
 
    I can’t blame him as I look at my scrawny arms.  
 
    “Torg nine-millimeter,” he says as he puts an extended magazine into the gun. “I prefer Torg to Trexstar for small arms and Corefense for more advanced weapons. They’re smaller than Trexstar. Less likely to hold sway over the government.” 
 
    I loved my Corefense B1 hypersonic rocket launcher and Armadillo Instant Armor. Both won me quite a few advanced weapon tournaments in Silent City. 
 
     He hands the gun to me. “Remember, it’s loaded. Always be careful with your gun safety.” 
 
    I position my hands on the gun.  
 
    “No. No, don’t put your finger on the trigger until you’re ready to fire.” 
 
    I frown at him, starting to get annoyed.  
 
    “So, get into your stance…. Hmm. That’s a weaver stance. It’s okay, but I think it would be better for you in a boxer stance.” 
 
    I didn’t have to worry about any of this in Silent City. It’s just aim and shoot. 
 
    “Put your one foot up a little bit…. No, your other foot.” 
 
    I sigh and move my other foot. 
 
     “Good. Now, raise the gun…. Wait, wait.” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    “I’m going to adjust your grip,” he says, but he looks at me questioningly instead of moving.   
 
    I study him, strong jaw, thin nose, and eyes that look like they can read your soul. It has always made me uncomfortable to be touched, but I nod.  
 
    He steps up, then takes my left thumb and moves it around to the gun’s left side. I freeze at his touch. His skin is rough but pleasant. His nearness makes me tingle, and I look away.  
 
    “There. You never cross your thumbs with a semi-automatic,” he says.  
 
    I step back from him. “Why not? It feels like a better grip.” 
 
    “When the gun fires, the slide rockets back and will tear open your thumb.”  
 
    Diablo, that’s important. I make a mental note to remember that. 
 
    “You’re set. We’ll start you at seven yards. Take the safety off, aim the gun, and pull the trigger when you’re ready. Fire three shots.” 
 
    I line up the sights on the human-shaped target and pull the trigger. Bang. 
 
    The gun rips out of my hands, the recoil much more than I expected. I gasp as the bullet goes high, hitting the cable that holds up the target. The target drifts to the ground. I jerk around to see where the gun went and smack right into Alexander. I stumble and nearly fall.  
 
    He catches me in strong arms. “Whoa. I got you.” 
 
    I don’t move, too shocked by the debacle. I glance up at his green eyes and suddenly feel my face heat. His earlier touch made me tingle, but this is on an entirely new level. It’s the closest I’ve ever been to a man…that wasn’t beating me, at least.  
 
    I pull away, flustered, and mumble an apology. Diablo. I’m a train wreck. Looks like I won’t shock him with my shooting prowess, after all.  
 
    “I bet you’re dangerous at a wine party.” He grins.  
 
    I roll my eyes but let myself relax.  
 
    He fixes the target and says, “Okay, let’s try that again, but keep a strong grip. I also noticed you jerked your hand and finger when you were firing. This time, slowly squeeze the trigger and consciously don’t move your hands. Fire three rounds.”  
 
    I get into position, a little reluctant to shoot again but force myself to fire off three shots. Bang, bang, bang.  
 
    “Kept hold of the gun, so that’s an improvement.” 
 
    I look down, still embarrassed.   
 
    “Good stance too, and I didn’t see your hand move as much. Let’s see how you did.” He rolls back the target.  
 
    One bullet punctured just off-center, and the other two struck the edge.  
 
    “Excellent, Sprite. Looks like your FPS experience has made you an accurate shooter. It won’t take long to make you an expert.” He holds out his fist to me.  
 
    I smile at the compliment, feeling redeemed, but I shake my head at his offered knuckles. I’m also still annoyed at that nickname. Does he think I’m some kind of fizzy drink?  
 
    He shrugs and lowers his fist like last time. He really rolls with the punches.  
 
    He shows me how to re-load the pistol, and we proceed with our practice. I fire off several magazines worth of ammo, and with his continued tips, I manage to strike the target more than three-quarters of the time.  
 
    “I have to say it once again,” he says with a wide smile, “Great addition to the team.” 
 
    At first, I thought it was annoying that he keeps saying that, but now it’s kind of nice to hear…even though I probably won’t stay long.  
 
    He turns toward the main room. “Let’s go see what everyone is doing.” 
 
    Brandon meets us before we get there and stops before me. “I wanted to apologize for my compliment yesterday.” 
 
    Alexander groans and keeps walking.  
 
    “Sorry if it made you uncomfortable,” says Brandon as he fidgets with his silver bracelet.  
 
    I wave a hand at him, dismissing it. I never like lingering issues, and it was more of what Alexander said about him that made me uncomfortable.  
 
     “I was just in high spirits because Naveha was safe. It’s scary when someone you know is in danger.” 
 
    I wonder if he likes her. He seems to, but according to Alexander, he’s like that with all the girls. I nod with a polite smile. “It’s okay.” 
 
    He seems relieved and wanders off.  
 
    I leave to find Alexander but see him talking on his q-link to someone. A grunt from Americus draws my attention. He stands squared up with Nav, their eyes nearly at the same level, anger plain on their faces. Americus’ raven, Ron Paul, perches on his shoulder.  
 
    “We’re the freest people in the world,” says Americus. “Before the revolution, Americans lived in a police state. Navin Briggs saved us from hell.”  
 
    “And yet, we’re still forced to obey at gunpoint,” says Nav.  
 
    “You live in a fantasy world,” he says. “We have a clearly defined constitution that protects our rights. There are no lobbyists, strict limits on campaign funding, checks and balances that work much better than the old system, and only sales tax.” 
 
    “A voluntary system has no taxes.” 
 
    “And no government services,” says Americus.  
 
    I wonder if there’s a way to lower taxes and still have services. 
 
    Americus flips a hand at Nav. “We can trust this government to look out for us.” 
 
    “And yet, politicians still become corrupt,” says Nav. 
 
    “For freedom’s sake! That’s why we can kick them out of office before their term ends.” 
 
    Ron Paul flaps his wings and caws.  
 
    “Freedom means choosing what you want,” says Nav. “We still have to pay taxes. We still have to follow their education curriculum. Police still kill innocent people.” Nav glances at me. “And kids still get hurt.” 
 
    Her concern breaks my heart. She cares about me, but does that mean I should stay after the war is over?  
 
    Americus growls. “It’s not perfect, but your system of anarchy would be chaos. Tons of people will die, and the country will fall into ruin.” 
 
    “No. That’s not how it would work. Most people are inherently good. They will join into groups to make decisions and voluntarily join organizations. It would be more focused on the community rather than centralization. And when there’s less power concentration, it’s better for everyone.” 
 
    Americus scoffs. “To a point. What if there’s a fire or someone needs the police?” 
 
    “People can hire private firefighters and private security.” 
 
    “How about roads and bridges? They’d crumble.”  
 
    Nav huffs, anger tinting her eyes. “It’s the same thing. People would unite in their communities and contribute to fixing the infrastructure. Plus, businesses would have an incentive to contribute since people would use the roads to get to them.” 
 
    “Who will protect the environment?” 
 
    “There would be organizations, and people could boycott products from companies that pollute,” she says, her voice raised.  
 
    “Bah,” says Americus as he steps away, then steps back. “This is why we could never get along. The transition alone would be chaos.” 
 
    “Many years ago, William Wilberforce fought to abolish slavery even though he knew it would hurt the economy. Sometimes, you have to do what’s right despite the short-term pain,” says Nav. “No matter what, the system will always rule through violence.”  
 
    Americus scoffs at her. “This government is the best there’s ever been and ever will be.” 
 
    I wonder if that’s true. Could it be better? Then a thought comes to me. What if the government was moved to a blockchain like I want to do with foster care? All logic and no human component. It would solve the minor corruption and imperfect freedom with the current government. And prevent the issues with Nav’s ideas. I say nothing, though, afraid to get into the fray. 
 
    Nav waves a hand dismissively at Americus. “And what about the NIA?” 
 
    “That’s different. They’re just a temporary problem that needs to be fixed. We’ll eventually have enough votes to disband them.” 
 
    Nav bunches her fists. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “Guys, guys, guys,” says Alexander. “Come on. I think we can all at least agree on one thing.” 
 
    Nav turns, her face hard. Americus frowns. 
 
    “That I’m a boss!” says Alexander with a huge grin.  
 
    I cover my mouth to stifle a laugh. He’s crazy. 
 
    “Boss,” says Ron Paul.  
 
    Awesome. He does talk.  
 
    Nav huffs and turns away. Americus shakes his head, his frown deepening.  
 
    “But seriously. We’re on the same side,” says Alexander. “Navin said we need to put our small differences aside and unite over our large similarities.”  
 
    Americus nods, but his face is still hard. “That’s not the quote.” His face softens. “But point well made.” 
 
    Alexander smiles. “Navin was a wise man.” 
 
    Nav stalks away from them and slams her enhanced hand into a steel support beam with a growl. It rings, and the sound reverberates through the room. She paces around, mumbling under her breath, then wanders over to me. “Do you see how difficult he is? Now I’m going to have to meditate to calm down.” 
 
    I nod, fidgeting with the q-link on my wrist. That’s probably a good idea.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re easy to get along with. I really appreciate our time together,” she says. 
 
    Me too. I should say something nice.  
 
    Before I think of something, Nav sighs, looking despondent, and says, “I’ll be in the room.” 
 
    After she leaves, the main steel door to the warehouse rolls up, and everyone turns to it. A long van drives inside and parks next to the other vehicles. 
 
    The van door slides open, and twelve people who are clean-cut and wearing crosses exit. Two of them unload some large technological devices and other equipment. The others spread out and greet the rest of the group. It doesn’t seem like the same level of friendliness that we got when we returned, but amiable. I notice Brandon standing close to some woman, who smiles broadly at him.  
 
    A large man approaches us. He wears a black, short-sleeved shirt with a clergy collar around his neck. The veins in his bulging biceps stick out, making him look like he shoots up steroids. He’s got a few inches on Alexander, who’s the next tallest, and his chest and arms are three times as big around.  
 
    He takes a sip from a flask, then shakes Alexander’s hand and pats his back. “Good to see you, son.” 
 
    “You too, Boss,” says Alexander before wandering off to sit on the same bench he was on yesterday. He pulls out his gold medal and admires it. He notices me looking and winks at me.  
 
    I blush and turn away. 
 
    The ripped man walks up to Americus and wraps his arms around him, squeezing tight. They both pat each other’s backs. 
 
    Gabriel pulls back from Americus and grins. “You seem even smaller than when I left.” 
 
    Smaller than you but hardly small.  
 
    Americus chuckles, shaking his head. “Looks like your stomach grew by just as much.” 
 
    Gabriel laughs, his large belly shaking, and smacks Americus on the shoulder. Americus’ raven flies over to Alexander and lands on his arm. Alexander pets the bird.  
 
    “I’m glad to be back,” says Gabriel. He takes another swig of his flask, then passes it to Americus.  
 
    Americus sips the liquid and scrunches his face. “Good stuff,” he says, pointing to the flask. “I’m glad to have you back, old friend. How did your Knights of Christ fare at the protest?”  
 
    Gabriel grimaces. “It was a lot better before world war three started, or whatever in God’s name is going on. But we’re getting through to people. We got thousands to sign the anti mark of the beast pledge.” 
 
    Americus hands back the flask and nods grimly. “Good, good. That should help slow the spread of Evo adoption. I have some new intelligence for you. We need to figure out what to do next.”  
 
    “I told you. We need to find out who the Antichrist is and kill him. It’s all that matters. The fiery pits of hell await those who took the mark, but we can still save everyone else.” 
 
    Whoa. That’s one way to look at it.  
 
    Americus nods. “Navin is shaking in his grave at what they could do with this power.” 
 
    Gabriel takes another swig of his flask. “We should get to work.” 
 
    I leave to comfort Nav. That argument sure stressed her out.   
 
    She cries on the bed, her head lowered. 
 
    Hell, it was worse than I thought. I sit down gently to not disturb her and rub her back.  
 
    She looks up, and adjusts her yellow headband, then lowers her head again. 
 
    “Upset about your argument?”  
 
    “Yes, but it’s a lot more than that,” she says, her voice brittle. “I’ll never hold Ty’s framed picture again. He gave me it when we got engaged.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nav, but you were divorced, right?” 
 
    Her frown deepens. “He’s actually my late husband. It happened a few weeks before we met up.” 
 
    Late? What does—ohhh. Oh no. That’s terrible. I can’t imagine finally finding someone to love and then losing them. I guess that’s how fate works; some people get screwed. I wonder how it happened. Must have been an accident since he was young. I hope it wasn’t drugs. Hell, what if she had to see him die or wake up next to him? I’m curious but don’t dare ask. No wonder she’s sad and made that noose. I put my hand on hers, something that almost seems normal now.  
 
    “I just wish there was something I could do to bring him back,” she says. “Even if I had to trade places with him. Why did I survive and not him? He was so much better than me.” 
 
    This is why she had money problems and wanted to do the hack. “No, you’re a wonderful person. You deserve to live.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I just wish… It doesn’t matter,” she says with a sigh. “He was just so perfect for me. He was a counselor and so caring.” She looks off with a frown. “It’s why we were going to open an agency. I still want to, after things get to normal.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she says and manages a weak smile as she looks up.  
 
    Poor Nav. I wish I knew how to help her through it. 
 
    Something tickles the back of my mind, a memory trying to surface. I focus on it to see the NIA blimp crushing a man and his wife. A wave of anxiety weakens my knees, and a sickening realization strikes me like a comet.   
 
    My impetuous blimp hack was two weeks before Nav asked for help, just like her accident was. The blimp killed the groom and injured the bride. Her husband is dead, and Nav has a cybernetic arm. She had said she couldn’t afford her medical bills from her accident.  
 
    I suddenly remember where I recognized Americus from. I wish it weren’t true, but the entire news report is burned into my mind. He was the protesting father. 
 
    I stare at Nav’s face in horror. It’s the same dark shade as Americus’, and their features are too similar to be a coincidence. I swallow bile, hoping that, somehow, I’m mistaken. “Is Americus your father?  
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately,” says Nav.  
 
    Oh hell no. My stomach twists, and acid stings my throat. My blimp hack killed Nav’s husband.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    PROFOUND CORRUPTION 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next week, the only news about the countrywide war was by the press secretary. She said, ‘Until the war is over, everyone must stay in their homes, except for essential activities. More information to follow.’ 
 
    Americus and the others were surprised that the usually very freedom-oriented president would sign off on it and debated whether it was constitutional.  
 
    There was no news about the Evo hack and subsequent insanity, which is no surprise since Infoworld bought out most media companies. 
 
    Based on social media reports, things seem horrific. Gang activity and recruitment are up. There are countless images of bleeding people, crying kids, and destroyed homes. The disruption of food supply chains has led to rampant looting and mass arrests. Businesses are closed, and people aren’t working. I can only imagine the damage this will do to the economy.  
 
    I chatted with Sunny when no one was around, but it took me two days to tell him what I did. He stuck up for me as always and assured me he’d never let it slip to anyone.  
 
    The rest of the time, I trained with Alexander, shooting, running, and now lifting weights. After we started lifting, the newcomer, Gabriel, joined us, and hell, he could lift a house with those burly arms.  
 
    Each night, when all the Loyalists sat in the main hall, I saw Alexander polish and admire his gold medal while having engaging conversations with Americus. I’m not sure what they talk about, but if it’s anything like my conversations with Alexander, they’re probably discussing historical battles and their commanders. 
 
    Surprisingly, Americus apologized to me for how he was when we first met. He said he was irritable and burned out from the situation and worrying about Nav. After he apologized, he made sure I had everything I needed and even thanked me for helping out Nav.  
 
    If he only knew. 
 
    Unfortunately, what I did to Nav and her late husband overshadowed everything else. The memory will haunt me forever. I was in the middle of programming an app when their disrupted wedding appeared above my other q-link on a live feed. 
 
    I was appalled the NIA would disrupt a wedding, but when I thought about how my father abandoned us because of them, I got unreasonably angry. And as the impulsive teen I am, I boosted my signal to reach the blimp.  
 
    I never thought I could really breach the pilot’s Evo. Besides, I just wanted to turn the blimp away. I only broke through the driver’s defenses for an instant, but that’s all it took for him to lose control.  
 
    I’ll always remember the moment of horror when the blimp plummeted on the wedding guests. I hoped that it somehow missed them, or it would turn out to be fine, but it didn’t. Nav, Blaze, my only real human friend, lost her arm because of me. Worse, she lost her husband, her chance at happiness and love.  
 
    What’s wrong with me? I swear I’m cursed. I’ll stay here as long as it takes to make it up to her now…if that’s even possible.  
 
    I pull my head back to the present, where I stand at the end of the gun range. Sunny sits next to the wall behind me, playing with his seal hologram, Bean. Alexander lounges on the bench next to him.  
 
    I fire off several rounds, then lower my still smoking Torg nine-millimeter. I rub the scar tissue on my shoulder where the bullet struck me, then roll in the paper target.  
 
    Three bullet holes are clustered together in the target’s head. I nod to myself, satisfied.  
 
    “Don’t get too puffed up,” says Alexander. “You’re shooting from seven yards. And you’re supposed to be shooting their chests, remember?” 
 
    He’s right. I’m still nowhere near what I was in Silent City. I turn to see Alexander, polishing the gold medal that he has a million times.  
 
    I can’t take it anymore. I need to know. “What’s that medal you keep polishing?” 
 
    Alexander laughs.  
 
    It’s what I expect from him now. Something natural.  
 
    “You noticed that?” he asks with a smirk. “It’s the last thing I have of my dad,” he says, looking at it with reverence. 
 
    That really changed the vibe. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “Not at all,” He says with a flick of his hand. “I’ve come to terms, but this medal means a lot to me.” 
 
    Phew. I have to be more careful. That’s why you don’t ask people things.  
 
    “He was a course sharpshooter. Won the medal in the Olympics. I’ve always looked up to him for that.” 
 
    “You want to follow in his footsteps.”  
 
    He looks down sheepishly, a few strands of hair falling in front of his eye. “Yeah.” 
 
    The motion is strange coming from him. “So that’s why you shoot all the time.” 
 
    His sharp green eyes meet mine again. “I’m going to win gold like my father. He won it at twenty-one. I’ll be twenty,” he says with certainty. 
 
    I wish I had even a fraction of his confidence.  
 
    He pushes up from the bench in a fluid motion to stand in front of me. “Here, check out his medal.” 
 
    It’s smooth and cool, and light glimmers off its golden surface as I rotate it. “It’s nice that you have this to remember him by.” It’s like my dad’s letter. 
 
    “After my dad died, I vowed to win a gold medal in his name. I want to show my mom I can be as great as he was.” 
 
    Admirable quality and similar to my goal of being a great programmer…or hacker now, I suppose.  
 
    “But I’m such a boss. It will be easy for me.” 
 
    And there’s the difference. “Where’s your mom?” 
 
    “She lives outside of Stroudsburg in the house my dad built. I thought it was best if she stayed there when things went down. At least she has my dog, Leonidas, for company.” 
 
    “Weird name.” 
 
    “He’s named after a famous Greek military king.” 
 
    Of course.  
 
    “I miss him, but my mom needs company,” he says. 
 
    “Do you miss your mom?” 
 
    “Yeah, I lived with her before this, but I talk to her all the time. She loves to hear about all my heroic deeds. She’s a patriot at heart. Her new favorite is the story of how I saved you.” 
 
    It’s my favorite too. So that’s who he keeps talking to on his q-link. “Let me guess. She’s a track star,” I say, feeling like I can be more myself with him.  
 
    “She was a professional soccer player,” he says with a chuckle. “I considered doing that, but I want a gold like my father.” 
 
    Impressive family.  
 
    “Let’s go to the command center and see what’s going on,” he says, taking back the medal.  
 
    “Command center?” 
 
    He shrugs. “The main hall.” 
 
    I shake my head, always amused by Alexander. I wave to Sunny. “Coming?” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” he says and motions to his hologram. Bean swims in the air to Sunny’s side.  
 
    “That’s some toy you have,” says Alexander.  
 
    A butterfly hits the wall of my stomach. Does he suspect something? I had better tell Sunny to only play with Bean in the room. “I programmed him to do that. I thought it would be funny.”  
 
    We walk out to the main hall.  
 
    Gabriel stands in front of his followers. “And the smoke of their torment ascends up forever and ever: and they have no rest day nor night, who worship the beast and his image, and whoever receives the mark of his name.” 
 
    Sounds rough, but not much worse than I’ve been through.  
 
    Gabriel continues, “My fellow Knights of Christ, the end of the world is near. It’s clearer now than ever that Xyphotech’s Evo is the mark of the beast. Eventually, they will demand that we install the mark. They will cut us off from the economy if we don’t. What are we going to do when that happens?” 
 
    His Knights say as one, “We will refuse in the name of our God.” 
 
    I pull my attention away to see Yumi leaning against a wall, her one leg up, playing the harmonica. Her eyes linger on Astrid, who squats with a barbell across the room.  
 
    Others lounge around, chatting or eating. Brandon stands close to a young female Loyalist that I don’t know. He pokes her, and she giggles. Weird Tom is springing a deck of cards between his hands, his long beard mostly hiding a slight smile. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later Sprite,” says Alexander.  
 
    A pang of irritation hits me. “Why do you keep calling me that?” 
 
    His grin flashes. “You’re like a fairy, you know small, sweet, from the Fae.” 
 
    Ohh. Fae means the fairy realm. It’s weird that my parents named me that. Too bad I can’t ask my mom about it. He thinks I’m sweet. Maybe the nickname is okay.  
 
    He winks at me and walks off toward his usual bench. Nearby, Nav sits on a couch, meditating, her hair pulled back in a spiral-patterned headband. The image of the blimp crushing her husband appears in my mind, and a pang of guilt hits me.  
 
     “Want some holy basil tea?” asks Americus to my left. “It’s relaxing. You look like you could use it.”  
 
    I push the dark memories from my head and accept the warm mug.  
 
    “If you want some, Brandon, I left an extra cup in the kitchen,” says Americus as Brandon walks over.  
 
    Nav opens one eye and looks from me to Americus to Brandon. She smiles at Brandon and closes her eye again. 
 
    “And thanks for growing this new batch of herbs,” Americus continues. “It certainly helps with stress.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Anything I can do to help out,” says Brandon. He points his arm toward the mug of tea. A device on his wrist hums. An instant later, a small quadcopter drone unfolds and zips into the kitchen. Small arms with grips extend to wrap around the mug. It flies back and hands the tea to Brandon.  
 
    Oh, cool. I want one of those.  
 
    Brandon sips his tea, then says, “I’ve been thinking about what you said, sir. Do you really think we could have another economic collapse?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. An attack of this magnitude on American soil will disrupt supply chains and massively affect GDP. While our government has low debt, consumer and business debt is at fifty-year highs.”  
 
    Brandon runs a hand through his parted hair and lets out a long exhalation.  
 
    I cross my arms. I’m reluctant to talk to Americus, but I’m too curious not to ask. “Why did the economy collapse before the revolution?” 
 
    Americus grins at the question. He sits and motions to the seating across from him.  
 
    I drop onto the soft couch, and my tea sloshes onto my lap. Brandon lowers himself next to me and smiles as he looks at Nav meditating.  
 
    Americus clears his throat. “I’m sure you learned about the pandemic and the Final World War, but those were just the pins that popped America’s huge debt and asset bubbles. The collapse was already in the cards due to the lack of sound money and monetary policy.” 
 
    “What do you mean by sound money?” I ask. “Money is money, isn’t it?”  
 
    Americus chuckles. “People got tricked into thinking that. Sound money is either backed by a commodity, like gold, so it can’t be printed endlessly or is a decentralized crypto with similar dynamics.” 
 
    “So they created so much money it became worthless?” I ask. 
 
    Americus nods. “You catch on quick.” 
 
    I take a sip of the sweet tea to hide my smile. 
 
    “When I taught English in Thailand, they went through hyperinflation since they were still using fiat currencies,” says Brandon. “It was wild to see prices rise so fast.” 
 
    Diablo. What hasn’t this guy done?  
 
    “Hyperinflation was brutal for our American ancestors too,” says Americus. 
 
    “I don’t get it, though,” I say. “Why would they have a system like that?” 
 
    “The Federal Reserve, which was owned by private banks that were owned by billionaires, was able to print unlimited money out of thin air. The more they printed, the more they profited. They made money when the other banks they owned sold bonds to the Fed. They also profited by forcing American citizens to pay them interest on the Fed’s reserves and a six percent dividend.” 
 
    “They really had it rigged,” I say. 
 
    He puts down his tea and faces me squarely. “It was the biggest scam in history. An unscrupulous way to funnel wealth from the general population to the billionaire shadow government bankers.” He pounds the table.  
 
    I flinch and pull back. His raven leaps up and flies across the room to land next to Alexander on the bench. Alexander takes something from his pocket and feeds the bird.  
 
     “Sorry. I get agitated when I talk about it.” 
 
    “How did you get so involved?” I ask. 
 
    “My grandfather fought in the revolution under Navin himself. My father followed in his footsteps, joining the military and was a true American patriot. That’s why he named me Americus. And that’s why I served in the Marines.” 
 
    Oh. That makes sense.  
 
    Americus stands. “I have to go review our inventory reports, but think about what I told you.”  
 
    “I will.” I look around the warehouse, and my eyes land on Alexander. He leans back on a bench, cleaning the nine-millimeter that I just shot. His jaw muscle bunches up as he works.  
 
    Brandon walks up to Alexander. “Want to clean my guns too? You sure do it enough.”  
 
    “I don’t want to do anything for you, but you should clean them, or you’ll get a jam someday.” 
 
    Brandon scoffs. “I’m not worried about it,” he says and walks away. 
 
    Alexander’s green eyes meet mine. I jerk my gaze up to the right, pretending to look out the sunny window nearby.  
 
    Heavy footsteps sound behind me. I spin around on the couch to look.  
 
    Gabriel, powerful and imposing, strides over to Americus, holding two glasses of some golden-brown liquid. He hands one to Americus. “Everyone, gather around. I’ve got some news.” 
 
    I move to sit by Nav, deciding it’s time to stop avoiding her. She slowly opens her eyes from her meditation and nods to me. Alexander holsters his gun, then joins us. The other Knights and Loyalists shuffle over, excited energy in the air. 
 
    Gabriel takes a sip of his drink as all eyes focus on him. “The Republic of South America has surrendered after massive military losses. We’ve won!” 
 
    Cheers and whistles rise around me. Loyalists high-five, bump fists, and hug, while the Knights give thanks to God. Americus and Gabriel clink their glasses and drink in celebration.  
 
    Alexander pumps his fist. “U-S-A!” 
 
    A chant breaks out. “U-S-A, U-S-A, U-S-A!” 
 
    I smile, getting swept up in the enthusiasm.  
 
    Gabriel motions his hands to quiet the crowd. “Wait, there’s more coming in,” he says, his elation dimming. His jaw drops as he reads. “The president and vice president were both killed during the attack before they could board Air Force One. The speaker of the house, Nathan Falk, has assumed the presidency.” 
 
    The mood crashes. Several people’s eyes go wide, and others gasp at the news. A few Loyalists look like they might even cry.  
 
    “Damn, she supported civil liberties more than any president in years,” says Americus. “We better have crushed the RSA for this.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Toscano is dead,” says Alexander. “She was the first president I voted for.” 
 
    Gabriel raises his hand to quiet everyone. “I’m getting a report about military losses. Fort Stroudsburg, which was the only base attacked in the first wave, is rubble. Several more bases were destroyed on the following attacks. Tens of thousands of troops are dead, and several generals have been assassinated.” 
 
    “Their poor families,” says Nav.  
 
    Americus makes a fist. “And the economic damage will make it even harder for them.” 
 
    “There’s more,” says Gabriel. “President Falk has already passed several laws using emergency powers. They’ve increased the military and NIA budgets and reversed the ban on space weapons with a huge contract rewarded to Trexstar.” 
 
    “Damn the NIA,” says Americus with a growl. “They’ll be an even larger threat to our liberties now.” 
 
    Gabriel shakes his head, then takes a long swallow from his glass. “As a Christian, this next part bothers me the most. They reversed the ban on genetically engineered humans.” 
 
    “This will create even more inequality,” says Nav.  
 
    Several of Gabriel’s Knights make the sign of the cross. 
 
    “The work of the Antichrist,” says Gabriel. “God made us in his image, and now we’re going to tamper with it?” 
 
    “There goes my genetic edge,” says Alexander, shaking his head.  
 
    Astrid scowls at him. “Alexander, be serious.” 
 
    I think about the implications. Eventually, it will lead to two types of humans. Limited human norms and super-advanced evolved people. Once they learn how to increase intelligence and combine that with the Evo, norms will have no chance. 
 
    “Wait. One more thing came in,” says Gabriel. “The official story is that the chaotic behavior you witnessed is due to a chemical attack by the RSA. They didn’t mention the mark of the beast at all.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    The room erupts in animated conversations and arguments about the various disturbing developments. I push on my stomach to dull the sick feeling that’s growing. Nav rubs my back as I sit, and gives me a we-got-this nod. 
 
    After a few moments, Americus says, “Listen up.” 
 
    The room falls silent, and everyone focuses on him.  
 
    Americus sits up straighter, lifting his chin. “We’ve just heard a lot of distressing news. The loss of President Toscano and Vice President Garza is crushing, but we must stay strong. What confuses me is why they would say the chaos before the attack was a chemical strike rather than an Evo hack.”  
 
    “It’s because you can’t trust the government,” says Nav, punctuating her speech with a quick motion of her cybernetic arm. “This is proof.” 
 
    Several Loyalists grumble and eye Nav with sour expressions.  
 
    Americus looks like his face is going to explode. “Enough! There’s got to be an explanation.” 
 
    I inch down into the couch, trying to escape. Nav clenches her jaw but lowers her head. I squeeze Nav’s hand, to try to help. She glances at me with a fleeting smile, then back down.  
 
    Americus sighs and his shoulders sag. “I don’t know what’s happening right now, but you’re right. Something strange is going on. Unless it’s some kind of new chemical attack, it wouldn’t happen like that. Fae, do you think it’s possible you made a mistake when scanning the people who were affected?” 
 
    Everyone turns to look at me.  
 
    I look down and shake my head. “I…I’m sure it’s the Evo. If it were chemicals, everyone would have been affected, including us. Plus, Barbra, Anna, and Sandra were all affected before everyone else.” 
 
    Americus rubs his beard, looking annoyed. “Why would they lie?” 
 
    “If they’re protecting the Evo, they’re in league with the Antichrist,” says Gabriel.  
 
    His Knights agree in murmuring assent.  
 
    “This fits with my theory, Americus,” says Weird Tom. “Secret societies have been controlling the world for thousands of years. The Evo is just their latest innovation in controlling the populace. I wouldn’t be surprised if aliens were involved.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for wild theories,” says Americus. “Let’s stick to reality.”   
 
    “It’s not wild. I have evidence that secret societies started Christianity and its takeover of Rome, murdered Archduke Ferdinand starting WWI, and were behind Hitler’s rise for WWII. And they were even behind the creation of the Federal Reserve.” 
 
    “Enough, Thomas! Not now,” says Americus. “We’re going to stick to the facts and figure this out.”  
 
    Weird Tom bristles but says nothing.  
 
    Diablo. Tom is out there.  
 
    “If they’re lying about the chemical attack, could they be lying about the RSA?” asks Astrid.  
 
    For a second, it looks like Americus will yell at her, instead, he says, “I did think it was strange that RSA jets snuck through our defenses. While they’ve made technological improvements, their stealth shouldn’t be a match for our detection perimeter. And why strike only Fort Stroudsburg on the first attack? They should have sent waves of missiles and struck as many bases as they could right away or not attack at all.” 
 
    Alexander pushes his long hair from his face and says, “I agree. It’s a death sentence. Had they planned it right, they could have won. I have a hard time believing anyone would have approved this attack plan.” 
 
    “Apparently someone did, though,” says Americus. “Many people saw RSA jets attacking Fort Stroudsburg.” 
 
     Hmm. This doesn’t make sense. There’s something going on. If you control the Evo, why would you only use it in Stroudsburg? They could have executed a third of the population and many people in power. Then if they all-out attacked, they would have obliterated us.  
 
    An idea hits me. It was something that Alexander said. I fidget with my q-link, and say, “What if the first attack wasn’t them? What if it was a—” 
 
    “False flag,” says Alexander, punching his open palm. “Some unknown adversary uses holograms to mimic RSA jets to start a war between the two countries.” 
 
    Americus’ eyes widen.  
 
    Hell. Was their goal to just destroy the RSA, or could it have been something more?  
 
    “Naveha, will you search independent media to see if they’re saying anything different about the attack?” asks Americus.  
 
    Nav nods, likely happy that he asked instead of ordered. She checks her q-link, then gasps. She magnifies the hologram for all of us to see.  
 
    It reads, ‘This mesh-site has been seized by the federal government and has been found in violation of the False Information Act.’ 
 
    “Let me check more sites,” says Nav. “Blocked, blocked, blocked. Wait, here’s one that’s not, and it talks about a false flag. Let me see— they just blocked it.” 
 
    Americus bolts up. “This is a violation of the first amendment. What is that law? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    Astrid checks her q-link and says, “They just passed it.” 
 
    Americus growls. “I can’t believe that passed, even with the lower emergency vote requirement. Thomas, draw up legal papers to challenge the law immediately.”  
 
    I look from Americus to Tom. Legal papers? He’s a lawyer?  
 
    “You cannot challenge new wartime laws until thirty days after a war ends,” says Weird Tom.  
 
    Americus pounds his fist. “Damn, I forgot. The Final World War must have scared people out of their wits to pass trash like that.” 
 
    “These are the dangers of centralized power,” says Nav. 
 
    Americus shoots her a hard look but says nothing.  
 
    Nav continues, “The people who rise in power are the worst ones, and they always find a way to exploit the system.” 
 
    “Bah,” Americus growls. There’s no way that’s what happened. Eighty percent of the legislative branch is libertarian. How could they possibly support an attack on the first amendment? This is lunacy.” 
 
    “I’m with you, Boss,” says Alexander. “There’s no way people are going to stand for this. I can’t even believe this is real.” 
 
    Gabriel’s drink sloshes as he stands. “The secret power of lawlessness is already at work. But how does this promote the mark of the beast?” 
 
    “They can eliminate any negative news about the Evo now,” says Americus.  
 
    I remember what Barbra told me when she got the Evo. ‘Even President Toscano and VP Garza are norms.’ They didn’t have the Evo, and now they’re dead, leaving Falk in charge. It’s too suspect. I clear my throat. “Do congresspeople and senators have the Evo?” 
 
    “Only thirty-three percent are allowed to have the Evo to avoid complications,” says Americus.   
 
    I grimace at the confirmation. “I have a theory.”  
 
    Americus squints, and everyone else’s eyes land on me. I meet Nav’s eyes for a moment, then look down. My heart pounds, and my leg bounces.  
 
    “Yes?” asks Americus, tugging at his beard impatiently.  
 
    “What is it, Fae?” asks Nav.  
 
    I take a long breath and say, “You were surprised that this law passed despite the lower requirements. But the thirty-three percent of the Senate and Congress who have the Evo would tip the scales. I bet they all voted for the new laws. I would be surprised if President Falk doesn’t also have the Evo. And how about the top generals? I know that they aren’t allowed to have the Evo, and some were assassinated.” 
 
    Americus is shaking his head in disbelief. “If you’re right, we’ve lost our country, and whoever controls the Evo passed these laws to increase their military strength and control. Astrid, get answers to these questions.”  
 
    She searches for the information, then says, “The top three generals were the ones assassinated and President Falk does have the Evo.” 
 
    Knights and Loyalists exchange looks. Nav’s lips are pressed together, and she’s leaning forward. Alexander’s eyes are wide as he waits for the last answer. 
 
    Astrid looks up from the holographic text, her face pale. “Every single senator and congressman with the Evo voted for the new laws.” 
 
    Americus growls.  
 
    Gabriel makes the sign of the cross and swings his drink. “As the bible tells us, the Antichrist is coming. Evil men and impostors will proceed from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. They took us over to spread the mark. We must attack now, Americus. President Falk is the Antichrist. This proves it.” 
 
    “Let me at him, Americus,” Alexander says, twirling his revolver on a finger. “I’ll storm the White House singlehandedly and take Falk out.” 
 
    A few nearby Loyalists give Alexander high-fives, while others nod or cheer.  
 
    Alexander is so brash. “I don’t think that Falk is in charge. He has the Evo. Someone is probably controlling him too,” I say.  
 
    “She’s right,” says Americus. “I know we put this on hold when we believed the RSA was responsible for the hack, but it’s time to see if we can connect Fae’s foster mother and the investigative reporter into this. We need answers.” 
 
    “Maybe we could just ask people that Sandra worked with at the Cardinal Post,” says Nav.  
 
    “Good. Get on that Naveha,” says Americus.  
 
    So much for asking nicely.  
 
    Americus sets his heavy eyes on me. I push even further into the couch.  
 
    “Do you have any way to discover what Barbra knew?” he asks.  
 
    How could I figure that out? I’m sure I couldn’t hack the military base even if it wasn’t destroyed.  
 
    “I have a call into a reporter at the Post,” says Nav. “She’s going to call back in thirty minutes.”  
 
    “Good,” says Americus. “Fae, you have until then to discover Barbra’s connection to this.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I lean back on the bed in my room, feeling stressed. Why did I have to get wrapped up in this mess? First, drones almost murder me, then a war breaks out, and now I have to figure out the impossible.   
 
    Obviously, Barbra is connected, and it must be because of her work at the military base, but how can I figure out anything else? She never told me anything. I doubt she would have told her sister or any of her friends anything either. What else is there? 
 
    I wrack my brain for a few minutes, but after my frustration mounts, I shut my eyes and sigh. I need a break. “Chim, load spacial puzzle program one.”  
 
    A three-dimensional holographic puzzle with various shapes appears before me. I quickly see the pattern and fill in the pieces, feeling my body begin to relax. After several challenging puzzles, I’m much more at ease, and my mind feels sharper. Most people would probably be more stressed after playing the complex game, but I’m not most people.  
 
    I close the hologram and pull my mind back to the question. How is Barbra connected? 
 
    I see her smiling face as she wins another game of Strife and remember her cheerfully cooking my first birthday cake in twelve years. She was just happy to have me around. Now, she’s only a memory and a problem to solve. 
 
    So where do I begin? Maybe her suicide note. Could she have been telling me something, or was she just hallucinating? Maybe it was both. ‘I can’t face him,’ she wrote. That could be anyone. ‘Run to the clouds.’ It just made her sound crazy. You can only fly to the clouds. Cloud…then a thought strikes me. Early on, Barbra gave me the password to her hidden decentralized cloud storage. Could she have been telling me to go there?  
 
    I access her data, then use one of my scanning programs to locate anything that may have been left for me. It finds one file. Maybe this wasn’t such a difficult task. I swallow and open it.  
 
    Her words appear before me. ‘I love you so much, Fae, but if you’re reading this, I’m gone. Below, I left you the private keys to enough money to get you to my sister’s house in Texas. Go to her. She’ll take care of you. I hoped it wouldn’t be necessary to use, but the following was my insurance policy. I told you I quit being a military analyst because I heard disturbing news. Here it is. A large company is planning a false flag attack on Fort Stroudsburg. I don’t know who or when, but the fort is in on it. I didn’t tell anyone because I didn’t want to make us targets. I suppose it didn’t work. You don’t need to avenge me, but maybe you can use this information to protect yourself. I love you. Goodbye, Fae.’ 
 
    A surge of emotion crashes into the walls I’ve built to protect myself. I love you too. Goodbye, Barbra. 
 
    “Fae,” says Americus through my q-link. “Did you have any luck?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, forcing away my sadness.  
 
    “Very good. Meet us back at the couches.” 
 
     I leave my room, composing myself, then enter the main hall. The Loyalists and Knights gather around.  
 
    “What did you find out?” Americus asks me. 
 
    “She knew there was going to be a false flag attack on Fort Stroudsburg. She said it was being orchestrated by a large company, but she didn’t know which one.” I wonder if it was Infoworld Media. 
 
    “How could she not say something?” asks Americus.  
 
    “Maybe she was worried for her life,” says Naveha.  
 
    Americus shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. A true patriot would have done something.” 
 
    I look down, embarrassed.  
 
    “Dad, stop,” says Nav.  
 
    Americus’ furious eyes bore into her. “I’m in charge here, and I’m still your father. Watch your tone.” 
 
    “Not everyone has the guts to face great risk, like us Americus,” says Alexander. “Let’s give her foster mother the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Americus looks like he’s going to snap at him but nods. 
 
    I incline my head to Alexander. He winks with a slight smile.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter now anyway,” says Americus. “Naveha, are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have the reporter on hold. I’ll put it on speakerphone. Hi, this is Officer Jain. I have a few questions about Sandra Clark. Can you tell me what news story she was working on before she was let go?” 
 
    “She got weird at the end,” says Sandra’s coworker. “She thought she was in contact with someone from Xyphotech, who apparently said the company planned to use its control over the Evo to gain power. Sounded like a crazy conspiracy theory to me. When I found out she had schizophrenia, it made a lot more sense.”  
 
    “Thank you. That’s all.” Nav hangs up. 
 
    Americus slams a table next to the couch, steely rage in his eyes. A small New American flag topples over. “Xyphotech has usurped our republic. As evidenced by the recent votes, they can control the minds of anyone with the Evo, which is over two-hundred million people. They own the acting president, the legislative branch, the military, and most of the police.” 
 
    Loyalists and Knights curse and vow retribution.  
 
    A wave of anxiety leaves me shaken as I fully absorb our new dystopian reality. A malevolent company—the creator of the mind-altering Evo—controls everything. I want to puke, but I breathe through it. Then I realize the other implication. 
 
    With South America’s defeat, Xyphotech’s Evo is one step closer to beating Neurôdados’ Eletron to the international market. Then the entire world will be enslaved, and there will be nowhere to escape to.  
 
    Americus motions for silence. “Navin said, ‘If the government doesn’t serve the people, the government must be severed from power.’ Loyalists, Knights,” he says, his arms rising. “We are the blade that will sever this evil and free America!” 
 
    Knights and Loyalists jump to their feet and cheer. 
 
    “I’m all in,” says Weird Tom.  
 
    “Goodness will prevail,” says Gabriel.  
 
    Alexander thumps his chest. “They will all tremble before my might.” 
 
    “If anyone can do it, you can,” says Asher as he smacks Alexander’s back. “Just don’t hog all the glory.”  
 
    Americus gives his people time to react, then raises his hand to silence them. “We need solid proof that we can send to the country, the United Nations, and the rest of the world that the Evo is compromised and Xyphotech is responsible. Naveha, Fae, I need you to hack Xyphotech and also Infoworld Media since they’re complicit in the cover-up.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    COMRADE IN PERIL 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nav sits next to me on our bed and takes a sip of her water. The smell of her jasmine perfume floats around me. Sunny is on the floor, messing around with a pile of electronics.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you all day,” says Sunny, his voice flatter than usual.  
 
    Poor guy. “We’re here now.”   
 
    “What are you making?” Nav asks Sunny.  
 
    “I’m working on increasing the efficiency of a motor I created.” 
 
    “You’re good to have around, Sunny,” says Nav.  
 
    His glowing mouth turns up, and he dives back into his experimentation.  
 
    Nav pushes aside an empty jar of coconut oil and puts down her water glass. “Are you ready to start this hack?” 
 
    I have so much on my mind that I can’t focus. “Not really…. What’s that coconut oil for?” 
 
    “I put it on after the shower as a moisturizer. It’s what I add my jasmine essential oil into. Looks like I’ll have to figure something else out.” 
 
    “I love how jasmine smells,” I say. “Hey…sorry about being distant this past week.” 
 
    “What’s been going on?” she asks. “I was worried about you. You’re not thinking about leaving, are you?” 
 
    “I decided to stay.” Until I erase my debt to you, at least. 
 
    Nav’s face lights up, and she grabs me in a tight hug. It feels great to be in her arms again and to see her warm smile. Of course, it’s the last thing I deserve.  
 
    “We’re going to make a difference,” she says. “Together, we can do anything.” 
 
    Happiness swells inside me but quickly recedes as my mind refocuses on the blimp crash. I want to tell her about it and clear the air, but I could never. I should bring up the other thing, though. “Nav, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    She looks over, her curious expression fading to concern when she sees me.  
 
    The ache in my stomach returns. I squeeze my wrist with a clammy hand. Here goes. “I saw the noose in your closet.” 
 
    She frowns and slumps forward, any happiness draining out of her. “I didn’t know what to do when Ty passed away,” she says, her voice monotone. “It’s such an empty feeling to be with your love every day, and then to know you’ll never see him again. Things spiraled down from there in all ways. Ty was the breadwinner. Since the NIA can’t be sued, I had no money to cover my medical bills or his funeral. The fifty-one percent hack was my last chance to become financially solvent. After I failed, I gave up.” 
 
    I swallow and look down, ashamed.  
 
    “I punched a hole in the ceiling, strung up the rope, and stood on the coffee table. It’s a strange feeling to be ready to die.” 
 
    Sunny frowns.  
 
    “Why didn’t you do it?” I ask. 
 
    She shrugs. “You called just then and needed help.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and I suddenly feel sick. If Sunny hadn’t convinced me to call, she’d be dead. I squeeze her hand in both of mine. “Tell me you won’t do it again.” 
 
    “I’m good now. Well…not good, but I’m not going to try it again. I have you and my dad…sort of.” 
 
    “I’m glad you still live, Naveha,” says Sunny. “I consider you a friend.” 
 
    She rubs his head, her sadness waning. “You guys mean a lot to me. I’ve also noticed you’ve been connecting with my father, Fae. He seems to like you better than his own daughter.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he’s like that to you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s been this way since I was a teen. It’s just because of our similar personalities but different viewpoints.” 
 
    “Is your mother alive?” asks Sunny.  
 
    Nav lowers her head. “I never had one. My aunt lived with us, though, and she was very loving.” 
 
    “What do you mean you didn’t have a mother?” I ask.  
 
    “My dad got to the point where he hadn’t met anyone, and he always wanted a kid. I’m from a synthetic womb and a donated egg.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise. You don’t hear that often. Then a realization hits me. Naveha…that sounds like… “Did he name you after Navin Briggs?” 
 
    Nav sighs. “He sure did.” 
 
    “You resemble Navin,” says Sunny, “especially your mustache.”  
 
    Nav’s eyebrows lower, and she feels her bare upper lip.  
 
    “Sunny. That’s not nice,” I say.  
 
    “It’s sarcasm. Was it funny?” he asks. 
 
    Nav laughs. “Oh my God, Sunny. You’re great.” 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” I say. “All right, let’s do this hack now.” 
 
    “Xyphotech first,” says Nav. “You lead the way. I’ll defend your system and hide your attack.” 
 
    I access Xyphotech’s system on the mesh, then dive through the code, studying its complexities. It’s completely different from any other code, but it’s not long before I begin to understand its framework. After ten minutes, I could write my own program using it.  
 
    My hand waves around, selecting sections until I locate the code’s core. I find three critical lines and alter them, setting off a cascading failure and deactivating the wall.  
 
    A second firewall materializes in front of me. I scan the code, and it seems twice as difficult to crack. My mind is firing in high gear, though, and I quickly begin to see weaknesses.  
 
    Still, each time I attack, the wall changes and reforms its code.  
 
    I grumble in annoyance. But then it comes to me. There’s a better way. I send an assault bot at the wall to hold my progress, then return to the first firewall.  
 
    My right hand moves like I’m orchestrating a symphony as I change the program. It’s not long before I rework the firewall from a defensive program to an offensive one. As soon as it’s mine, I turn it on the second firewall. Although it’s half as strong, the second level doesn’t recognize it as a threat. I crash through the second level into the third and throw my programs at it until I’ve corrupted the second.  
 
    Sweat beads on my brow, and some drips into my eyes. I wipe it away. As I corrupt the third level, I swear I’m going cross-eyed.  
 
    Level after level, I crack them and turn them, until I smash through the final firewall.  
 
    I breathe out, letting go of anxiety and tension. “I’m in.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant,” says Nav.  
 
    I look down and feel my face flush, loving the praise. 
 
    Another defensive wall of code sprouts before me, blocking me from the system again.  
 
    I gasp. “What’s this? Oh no.” 
 
    “What is it?” asks Nav. 
 
    I groan. “There’s another wall with at least ten digital impressions of cybersecurity personnel. I’m sure they all have the Evo.” 
 
    Nav gasps. “I’ll defend your system. Get out.” 
 
    “Hurry, Fae. Disconnect,” says Sunny. 
 
    I move to disconnect when one of the attackers executes a capture program and steals my encrypted location data.  
 
    Diablo “I can’t extract, they took my location data. I have to get it back before they unencrypt it.” 
 
    Nav gasps. “They’ll send drones to kill us. You can’t possibly win. We have to warn the others.” 
 
    I think I can beat them, though. I’ll just have to be flawless. “Wait. Let me try.” I send the five corrupted firewalls against the critical systems as a feint. 
 
    Half of the cybersecurity personnel fall back to defend, and the other half launch an attack on my system.  
 
    “Nav, support my three firewalls. They’re attacking.” I send a tracking bot to find my data.  
 
    Thirty seconds pass, and Nav says, “For freedom’s sake. They’re too good. They just broke through the first level.” 
 
    “Defend the second,” I say, barely conscious that I responded. Everything I do against their cybersecurity is thwarted with ease. I’m losing.  
 
    “I can’t stop them,” says Nav. “They’re on the third.” 
 
    Oh hell.  
 
    My program finds the location data they stole, and I send a shredding program at it.  
 
    “Your third firewall is down. Get out!” 
 
    I disconnect and fall back on the bed, breathing hard. 
 
    “What happened?” Nav asks, her body tense. “Did you destroy the file?” 
 
    After several long breaths, I say, “Yeah.” 
 
    She relaxes. “Thank God.” 
 
    “We could never breach Xyphotech from the outside. Check Infoworld to see if it’s the same.” 
 
    She does. “It looks like the same defensive systems. I’ll tell my dad.” She calls him on her q-link.  
 
    “Tell me good news,” he says.  
 
    “I have none. We’ll never be able to breach the systems from the outside. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For freedom’s sake,” he says, then sighs. “We’ll have to infiltrate Xyphotech headquarters itself. We’ll plan for two days, then strike.” 
 
    My stomach flutters. Hell, that sounds dangerous. At least I won’t have to go.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I hold the Torg nine-millimeter at my side and stand at the end of the gun range. Alexander lounges on the bench behind me, cleaning a gun. Sunny is in my room, hiding out so he’s not discovered for being a self-aware AI. 
 
    Nav and I spent two days reminiscing about Silent City, practicing hacking techniques, and creating a drone networking program in case we ever needed it. Americus, Alexander, Astrid, and Gabriel planned our attack, which is supposed to take place in a few hours.  
 
    “Why don’t you fire off fifteen rounds this time,” Alexander says behind me. “Ten in the chest and five in the head. Let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    “Can I try it from ten yards?” 
 
    “I like your style,” he says and rolls back the target nine more feet.  
 
    I get into my stance and take a few slow, deep breaths to relax. I aim, my hand perfectly stable and squeeze the trigger quickly but smoothly. The rounds pummel the target’s chest, and then I slide up to its head and fire off five more. 
 
    “Looked good,” says Alexander, standing close to me.  
 
    Closer than I’m usually comfortable with, but I don’t move away.  
 
    He rolls in the target and raises an eyebrow. “Boom. Tightly packed. I don’t even think you missed any. I’m proud to have you on the team.” 
 
    I look away to cover my smile. Am I really on the team? No, I’m just here for Nav. “Maybe I can even outshoot you.” 
 
    He puts out his hand. I look at it, then hand him the gun with the remaining seventeen rounds.  
 
    He rolls the target back to the furthest point and then stands back another ten feet. “This is about fifty yards. Come behind me here.” 
 
    I back up to the wall and stare at the tiny target at the end of the range.  
 
    He enters his stance and then fires off five rounds in quick succession. “Watch this.” He shuts his eyes and fires off another two.  
 
    I shake my head. He thinks he’s so great.  
 
    “Roll in the target,” he says, a big grin on his stupid face.  
 
    I do, and I can’t help but laugh. A smiley face is punched into the target’s head. “Pretty good. I guess.” 
 
    He laughs and holds out the pistol. “You’ve shot a lot of rounds through this Torg and have made steady progress. It’s a dangerous world out there, and whether you stay with us or not, I want you to have this gun.” 
 
    I meet his eyes, and while the humor is still in them, there’s something softer, kinder. I rarely feel anything but ambivalence or distrust toward people, but it’s different with Alexander. Even though he’s a buffoon, who’s full of himself, there’s something more to him. Something I can’t quite put my finger on. “Thanks. This means a lot to me.” 
 
    “It better. It’s my favorite nine-millimeter,” he says with a wink. “So the war’s over. Did you decide what you’re going to do?”  
 
    “I don’t like the risks, but I’m sticking around for now.” 
 
    He grins, showing off his perfect white teeth. 
 
    “Alexander,” says Americus from the range’s door. “I need to discuss something with you. Fae, you should come too.” 
 
    Why does he want me? 
 
    We enter an office to see Nav standing next to a metal desk. Americus sits behind it. Ron Paul hops off Americus’ shoulder to peck at some sunflower seeds. Above the desk hangs an oil painting of Navin Briggs battling government forces. Twenty or so soldiers lie dead around him as if he won the war by himself.   
 
    Americus sees me looking and motions to the painting. “A gift from Alexander.” 
 
    Alexander puffs out his chest and grins. “Like it? If you keep up your shooting practice, that will be us. Commander Luna and General Fiore.” 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. This guy is a nut. Commander Luna. I like the sound of that but certainly not the risk it would come with. Barbra would have loved that painting, though.  
 
    Nav whispers to me, “I’m surprised the painting isn’t of Alexander with his foot on Zeus’ head or something.” 
 
    I hold in a laugh.  
 
    “Where’s our Heavenly Father?” asks Alexander.  
 
    Americus’ face hardens, and he scratches his beard. “No one knows. He left unexpectedly and isn’t responding to his q-link.” He smacks the desk. “He should know better and give me a heads up. We have a mission today.” 
 
    “I’ve always admired his initiative,” says Alexander. “That and his heroic work in the Marines. He’s a remarkable guy.” 
 
    Americus nods, but his frown remains. “I have some concerning news.” 
 
    My stomach tightens at the words.  
 
    “I just heard from my NIA contact that the military is making it mandatory for the remaining Generals to install the Evo. It looks like the takeover is complete.” 
 
    Alexander grips the handle of his revolver in its holster.  
 
    “And even more concerning,” says Americus. “President Falk stated that in order to normalize relations between the USA and the RSA, Xyphotech will be working with Neurôdados to create a new brain implant for international export. 
 
    Nav gasps. “They’ll take over the entire world.” 
 
    “I’m surprised the Republic of South America would agree to that,” says Alexander. “We just crippled their country.” 
 
    He’s right. Could it just be that they’re desperate? What if it’s more? A thought strikes me. “I have an idea,” I say more quietly than I mean to.  
 
    Americus eyes me. “Speak up. I can’t hear you.” 
 
    My breath catches, and I squeeze my wrist to build courage. “What if Xyphotech took over the Republic of South America also? Their military was destroyed. It would have been easy, especially if Xyphotech compromised Neurôdados’ Eletron.” 
 
    “Concerning for the RSA people, but not our problem,” says Americus. “We need to save America before we can do anything else.” 
 
    Astrid runs into the room, her toned shoulders and biceps glistening with sweat. “We just got an encrypted report from Gabriel. They caught him inside of Xyphotech headquarters.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he didn’t include me,” says Alexander.  
 
    Americus pounds his desk with a growl. Ron Paul flies over to Alexander. Alexander rubs his back, and the raven leans into it.  
 
    Americus sighs, and the bags under his eyes seem to grow darker. “He had to jump the gun. This is just like him.”  
 
    “What do we do?” asks Nav.  
 
    Americus clenches his jaw, his lips pursed. “We rescue the old fool.” 
 
    Alexander stands and pumps his fist in the air. “Finally, some action!” He turns to me. “Wait until you see me on this mission.” 
 
    After I relax from his outburst, I realize that I’d have to be there to see him. “I don’t have to go, right?” 
 
    Americus looks at Nav, questioningly. 
 
    Nav’s big brown eyes meet mine. “We could use your hacking skills, Fae.”  
 
    My heart sinks, and I feel like I’m going to puke. People are always trouble. Always. I owe her, though. I nod to them, but I can’t help but feel like this will be my last act.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Alexander, Nav, Americus, Sunny, and I drive to the Xyphotech headquarters, outfitted in tactical gear and weapons with explosive ammo to penetrate Mark2 Security bots. We also have two q-links for complete invisibility. I made the program more efficient, but we also brought external battery packs so we won’t have to worry about running out of power. 
 
    We park our invisible military vehicle a few hundred feet away from the main building. 
 
    Americus turns to look at us. “Thanks for your help. This means a lot to me.”  
 
    Nav and I nod. 
 
    “Boss, whatever you need. I’m there,” says Alexander.  
 
    Americus bumps Alexander’s outstretched fist, then turns his dark eyes on me. “Are you sure you can hack the door?” 
 
    I incline my head, but I’m suddenly anything but sure. What if I mess up? At least Nav is here to help.  
 
    “If all goes well, we won’t even have to use these guns,” says, Americus patting the bulge under his button-down shirt.  
 
    Alexander shakes his head. “What’s the fun in that?” 
 
    I like the idea of not having to use force. It will mean we stayed out of danger. Still, I’m glad to have the Torg that Alexander gave me. Who knows, maybe his gift will save my life one day.  
 
    I rub Sunny’s dented head to calm myself. When I agreed to come, I said I was going to bring Sunny to give me confidence. Americus argued against it, comparing me to a child carrying a stuffed animal. When I said I wouldn’t come otherwise, he had to relent. I’m glad he did because I’d be a wreck without Sunny. 
 
    I lean in and whisper to him, “Stay here. I’ll be fine.” I hope. 
 
    He looks at me with a frown. I’m sure that he wants to argue, but he’s too smart to reveal himself as an AI again.  
 
    We all jump out of the car. 
 
    Americus holds up his q-link. “HQ, we’re beginning the rescue mission now. I’ll update our progress when I can.” 
 
    “We read you, sir. Be careful in there,” says Astrid. 
 
    We stroll up to the building in our professional clothes, a few employees walking next to us. Nav strides ahead, like she knows we’ll succeed.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this. With each step I take, my stomach pains me a little more, and my heart pounds a little faster.  
 
    We separate from the employees and make sure no one is looking while we activate our cloaks on the way to the back of the building. Alexander, Nav, and Americus fade into the background.  
 
    “I’m heading toward the side door. Contact me when you’re ready,” I hear Alexander say from an empty space nearby.  
 
    “Chim, access Team Tracker.” A small holographic map with a cloaked back appears in front of me. The green dot that represents Alexander veers off. The others activate their trackers, and we jog to the back door.  
 
    I stop at the door and access my q-link. “This is dangerous and won’t be easy. I created a stealth hacking program on the way over, but it’s experimental.”  
 
    “Do you need help?” Nav’s voice comes from thin air.  
 
    It’s strange to hear bodiless voices. It must have been devastating for Barbra. “I might. If I’m detected, I’ll need you to distract their cybersecurity while I access the door.” Luckily, I only have to breach the secondary systems. Otherwise, I’d have no chance.   
 
    I enter the system and immediately detect five cybersecurity personnel, certainly all with the Evo. I crawl through their firewall’s code, searching for weaknesses.  
 
    When I find what I’m looking for, I begin my assault, careful not to give myself away. The hot sun beams down on me, making it even more difficult. Sweat beads on my chest, but I ignore it, laser-focused on my task. One wrong move, and we could be surrounded by guards or worse, LR7 Drones.  
 
    After some skilled maneuvering, I say, “I’m in.” 
 
    “Navin smiles on us. You proved yourself worthy,” says Americus.  
 
    “Best student I’ve ever had,” says Nav.  
 
    My face flushes, but luckily no one can see me.  
 
    “Alexander, we’re in,” Americus, says into his q-link. “Rattle the door.” 
 
    I glance over to where Alexander should be, expecting to see him for a second. A pounding noise rings off the door, and an alarm sounds in the distance. Alexander’s radar dot speeds toward us.  
 
    I open the door. A humanoid robotic guard disappears around a corner down the hall. I look left and right, wishing I could see Nav’s warm eyes or Alexander’s unwavering confidence. I step inside the corporate building. Drop ceilings and track lighting hang above my head.  
 
    “I’ll keep you guys safe. Those robots looked nasty,” says Alexander, excitement in his voice.   
 
    I follow behind him as we head toward a blue dot on the map. We turn down a hall and walk up a wide stairwell. A skinny man in a tie turns the corner and walks down the stairs.  
 
    I freeze, as do the green dots around me. He walks by us, grumbling to himself about his boss, lost in his own world. We continue to walk, up the stairs, through a door, and down a hall to a locked office.  
 
    Gabriel slumps in the back of the cell, his head lowered, and his hands entwined in prayer. “Oh Lord, deliver me from this evil—”  
 
    “Your prayers are answered, old man,” says Americus.  
 
    I access the backdoor I left in their firewall and unlock the office. It pops open with a click.  
 
    “Is that you, old friend?” Gabriel asks as he pushes himself up.  
 
    “You’re lucky I like you,” says Americus. He steps into the office and hands Gabriel two q-links, a battery pack, and a pistol for the escape. “Did you get to download their data?” 
 
    Gabriel stands straighter. “I have a drive hidden in my skin compartment. They didn’t find it.” He activates his cloak.  
 
    “Good work,” says Americus. He lifts his q-link. “HQ, we have Gabriel, and we’re extracting now.” 
 
    Something hisses around us. I jerk my head around, trying to locate the source. What is that? 
 
    Mist pours into the hallway.  
 
    Americus’ broad back and Nav’s shocked face materialize before me. Alexander, holding his oversized magnum, appears to my right.  
 
    Oh hell. This is cracked.  
 
    Six robotic guards with attached guns march into the hallway, blocking both escapes.  
 
    “It’s a trap,” yells Americus as he fires. 
 
    A sparking hole erupts in one of the robot’s heads.  
 
    The other robots open fire just as we dive into the makeshift cell.  
 
    “HQ,” Americus says into his q-link. “We’re under attack. If we don’t escape, don’t come after us.” 
 
    “But sir—” Astrid starts to say before he cuts the connection.  
 
    I crouch in the back corner, gripping onto Nav’s shoulder. Adrenaline pumps through my body, making thought difficult. I’m going to die. Why did I agree to this? What the hell! 
 
    “God, help us through our plight,” says Gabriel, his pistol in hand. “Lend me strength, and I will be your holy sword against the agents of evil and the beast himself.” 
 
    “Get ready,” says Americus. “When they show their faces, roast them.” 
 
    We wait a tense few seconds, our guns trained on the door.  
 
    “They’re not moving,” says Americus. “We’re going to need a distraction.” 
 
    “Cube, patch me into one of the robots,” says Nav. “Come on, Fae, let’s get these noobs.” 
 
    She’s right. It’s our only hope besides Alexander and Americus. I crush my panic and force myself to focus. “Chim, access the same robot.” 
 
    I scan through the protective architecture of the robot’s programming. It’s different from the doors. More military-like. Complex. New.  
 
    “Wait, I’ve seen something like this before,” says Nav. “I know what to do.” Her cybernetic hand blurs into motion as she mumbles code.  
 
    I scan the firewall, learning the pattern until cybersecurity locates my q-link and begins an assault.  
 
    Nav gasps.  
 
    They must have found her too. I disengage and focus on defending her system.  
 
    “I’m almost there,” she says. 
 
    The five attackers hit Nav’s system at once. Their offensive programs eat away at her firewalls. I can’t hold them off for long.  
 
    “I’m in,” says Nav. 
 
    A hologram of the robot she controls appears before us. She jerks it to the side, and it clanks into the robot next to it. Alexander takes advantage of the distraction. He drops down and rolls from the office, his guns blazing.  
 
    There are multiple clangs, and the robots on one side collapse. More gunshots sound from the remaining two robots. He rolls back in, a broad grin on his lips.  
 
    “I can’t protect your firewalls anymore, Nav. Power down.” Just before I disconnect, I record an image of the robot’s code. Maybe I can work on this later.  
 
    Alexander leaps up and leans out, firing two more shots. The remaining two robots collapse.  
 
    “Boom! That’s why they call me Alexander the Great.” 
 
    I haven’t heard anyone call him that. But that was impressive.  
 
    “Excellent hacking, Fae,” says Americus. 
 
    “It was Nav.” 
 
    He nods to her, clearly impressed. Nav smiles at him, surely happy that her distant dad complimented her. 
 
    “Come on,” says Americus, motioning to us.  
 
    We re-cloak and sprint down the stairs to the back door, which is still ajar. We’re going to make it. 
 
    Red lights flash above us, and an alarm sounds. The back door slams shut. 
 
    That makes it harder. I connect to their system to crack the door. Their attack will be swift, but I’ll only have to hold them off for a moment. 
 
    Something round and metal flies down the hall and lands at our feet. Grenade? My heart leaps into my throat. The device detonates, sending a pulse through the air. 
 
    Nothing seems to happen at first, but then my friends materialize around me. I look at my q-link in dismay. My battery is dead. So is my external one. Oh hell no. A battery-drainer.  
 
    Another robot sprints around the corner. Alexander’s gun flashes, and the robot’s head explodes. Alexander blows the smoke from the barrel with a big grin.  
 
    He’s enjoying this. What a lunatic.  
 
    “As fun as this is,” he says, “if we can’t get out this door, I’ll eventually run out of ammo.” 
 
    “Our q-links are dead,” I say. “I can’t hack it.”  
 
    Nav steps up to the door and slams her metal hand into it like a jackhammer. Once, twice, three times. Her efforts dent the door, but it’s not nearly enough to free us. 
 
    She screams and pounds the door again to no avail. “What were you thinking, Gabriel?” growls Nav.  
 
    Gabriel frowns. “It’s in God’s hands now.”  
 
    A large stomping sound comes from down the hall. Something big. Something dangerous. Something our ammo won’t hurt. Nav steps in front of us, her metal arm raised to defect bullets.  
 
    I’m cornered with no way out. What can I do? I glance at the headless robot on the ground. Maybe I could rip off one of its weapons? No. It wouldn’t have power. Steal someone’s q-link? No. I won’t be able to get by the massive robot. Besides, I’m sure they all have the Evo anyway. I groan in frustration.  
 
    “Any ideas?” Americus asks us.  
 
    I shrug. I’m nothing without my q-link.  
 
    Nav shakes her head. 
 
    “I’ll gun us a path out of here. We just need to distract that big killer robot that’s coming,” says Alexander.  
 
     “All the doors will be locked. It won’t matter,” says Americus.  
 
    Nav looks around nervously.  
 
    What the hell? I’m screwed again for being around people.  
 
    “Fae?” someone asks from the other side of the door.  
 
    “Sunny?”  
 
    “Are you in trouble?” 
 
    Of course, he didn’t stay where I asked him to…thankfully.  
 
    “I saw the door shut and got worried,” he says. 
 
    Americus squints at me.  
 
    “They drained my q-link. I can’t hack the door,” I say.  
 
    “I planned for this possibility,” says Sunny. “I upgraded myself after the last power issue you had.”  
 
    Americus looks between Nav and me, his eyes wide.  
 
    Alexander shoots another humanoid robot. The pounding footsteps of the other monstrosity continue to get louder. 
 
    “I’m going to beam you power,” says Sunny. 
 
    My q-link lights up, and the battery charges. Twenty, thirty, forty. I access the code and trip the lock.  
 
    The door pops open.  
 
    I glance back, and the stout ten-foot tall robot, with thick armored plates and imposing cannons, rounds the corner. Its unfeeling red eyes scan us. We sprint outside, slam the door, and flee to our vehicle.  
 
    As soon as we’re inside, Americus activates the cloak, then says into his q-link, “We have him, Astrid. We’re heading back now.” 
 
    “Thank, Navin,” says Astrid.  
 
    My breath comes in ragged gasps, and I feel like my heart might explode. I force myself to take steady meditative breaths, deep into my stomach. After a few, my brain-gripping fear dims.  
 
     “Thank you, Lord, for our safety,” says Gabriel. “I am yours.” 
 
    Americus frowns, one hand still on his pistol as he starts to drive. Nav grabs my hand and glances at Sunny with a frown. 
 
    “Boom,” says Alexander. “Did you see me? I destroyed those robots. One shot, done. Wasn’t I great, Americus?” 
 
    Americus doesn’t respond. 
 
    “It’s because my ancestors were Roman. Greatest empire of all time. We need more guns next time.” 
 
    Next time? This guy is crazy.  
 
    Americus’ frown deepens. “We’re safe, and that’s good,” he says to all of us as he stops the car. 
 
    Xyphotech is in the distance now but still too close for comfort. Why is he stopping? 
 
    He turns around and lifts his gun. “Now we need to dispose of this human-level AI,” he says, eyeing Sunny, his face hard as steel. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    REMARKABLE ALLY 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wrap myself around Sunny to protect him from Americus. “You can’t kill him. He’s my friend.” 
 
    “That thing can upgrade itself,” says Americus. “It could network and take over the world. Get away from it now.”  
 
    Nav draws her gun and points it at Americus. Her hand is steady, but there’s a slight quiver in her lips. “Dad, put it down. He’s a conscious, thinking being, and he just saved us. Plus, he’s saved my life before.” 
 
    Americus’ eyes go wide and then harden. Alexander glances from Americus to Nav, his jaw dropping.  
 
    “You must know better, Naveha,” says Gabriel, his own gun drawn now. “AI and people who accept the mark of the beast are soulless abominations.” 
 
    Americus takes one hand off the gun and holds it up. “Stand back, Naveha, and lower your gun.” 
 
    “He’s not dangerous,” she says, her voice strong and courageous. “Lower your gun.” 
 
    Americus growls, then turns on me. “Where did you get this thing?”  
 
    I want to disappear, but I force myself to calm down and focus. “I made him. He’s self-aware, has memories and experiences, and is just as alive as you or anyone else. It’s murder if you kill him,” I say as clearly and firmly as I can.  
 
    Gabriel gasps. “You think you can play God? Do it, Americus. End it.” 
 
    Alexander rises, his blazing eyes drilling into Americus. “Enough. Put down your guns,” he says, punctuating the words with motions of his hands. “Sunny is a hero. He put his own life on the line for us. He’s part of the team now.” 
 
    Americus’ eyebrows drop, shading his dark eyes. He grits his teeth as if he’s trying to chew iron. The muscles in his thick forearm tense and relax several times. He breathes out slowly, holding Alexander’s gaze, then he looks to the side, his knuckles pressing into his lips as he considers.  
 
    “And Gabriel,” says Alexander. “Before you preach execution, ask yourself, would something without a soul save our lives?” 
 
    Gabriel blinks, then tilts his head before staring off as if in prayer. Silence and tension hang in the air as we wait. His brow furrows, but then he nods and turns to Americus. “The bible tells us that there’s no greater love than someone who lays down their life for their friends.” 
 
    Americus’ eyebrows dip even further as he looks from Nav to Sunny, and back to his friend.  
 
    Gabriel rests a hand on Americus’ shoulder. “This is strange for me, and I don’t pretend to know God’s plan, but we couldn’t continue the fight against the Antichrist if the AI didn’t save us.”  
 
    Americus’ hard face twists as if he’s wrestling with the idea, then he sighs and lowers his gun. “You’re right, old friend.” He turns to me, his face serious. “I will accept Sunny. He saved us, and I recognize that he’s conscious. Still, the risk is great. He must always listen, and he can never network.” 
 
    I open my mouth to respond, but he cuts me off. 
 
    “Never. At the very least, he could be hacked and used against us. At worst, it’s goodbye to humanity. You got me?” 
 
    He’s right about the hacking, at least. “Yes Sir,” I say to him, and then when he stops scrutinizing me, I whisper to Sunny, “You’re all right. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispers, but his usually steady tone wavers with uncertainty.  
 
     “And Alexander, just remember who’s in charge,” says Americus.  
 
    “Of course, you’re the boss,” says Alexander holding his hands out deferentially. “It’s just that sometimes you need an advisor. That’s me.” He holds out his knuckles.  
 
    Americus grunts in acceptance but doesn’t tap his fist. “I value your input. Same to you, Gabriel, but as long as the Knights are working with me, I’m in charge. No more pulling these stunts without my go ahead.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again, Americus,” says Gabriel.  
 
    There’s love in Gabriel’s eyes, love that comes from being a lifetime friend. It’s tinged with a hint of darkness, though, an underlying current of tension.    
 
    Americus turns to Nav, and his face hardens again. “I don’t even know what to say to you.” He turns back and pushes the car into gear. It takes off with a jolt. 
 
    Nav stares at the floor mats, a deep frown etched on her face. A few strands of hair poke from her headband, and a shadow seems to hang over her eyes. Her typical confidence is a melted puddle, just a memory of itself.  
 
    I can’t imagine her inner conflict as she raised a gun on her dad. Although their relationship is strained, it must have been terrible. She cared enough about Sunny’s consciousness to do it, though. I owe her even more now.  
 
    I inch closer and put my arm around her waist. She looks down at me and forces a smile before taking my other hand in hers.  
 
    I gaze over at Alexander, my other hero. He rose, his long wavy hair rippling, his strong jaw tilted upwards, and his toned shoulders pressed back. His eyes were weapons that drilled through any defenses set before them. When he spoke, he did so with precision and certainty. Americus was tough to crack, but Alexander swayed him.  
 
    The fire is gone from Alexander’s eyes now as he lounges back in his chair. He notices me looking, and with a sly smile, he holds out his closed fist. I lower my head to let my curls hide my smile, then bump his fist. When I do it, it feels like something changes as if I’ve joined a club.  
 
    Who is this guy? He’s so calm and casual now as if we weren’t just in a gunfight with killer robots or holding pistols at each other. He stood up for Sunny even though he must have just realized he was conscious. Did he do that for me? Alexander brags a lot, and it’s mostly ridiculous, but right now, he’s a true hero.  
 
    Red and blue lights flash up ahead.  
 
    “What’s this?” asks Gabriel. “Damn, it’s a barricade. This is the only road back.” 
 
    Alexander shrugs and points. “Take it off-road. We’re cloaked. Everyone just needs to be quiet.” 
 
    Americus grunts. “Of course.”  
 
    Our rugged SUV drives off-road, the suspension amazingly smooth. We pass by four cop cars, their lights flashing urgently. Several cops mill about, their guns drawn.  
 
    Losers.  
 
    We drive the rest of the way in silence, tension thick in the warm air. We reach the warehouse, and the metal gate opens. Knights and Loyalists gather round and cheer as we enter. When we exit the car, Knights surround Gabriel. A woman with short hair hands him some kind of drink with ice.  
 
    “Gabriel, thank God,” says a chunky man. 
 
    “I know you were a Marine, Deacon, but you have to bring some of us next time,” says someone else. 
 
    Astrid walks up to Americus and grabs him in a tight hug. “Sir, we were worried sick about you.” 
 
    He hesitantly hugs her back. “There’s no need to worry. You’d all be fine without me.” 
 
    Astrid pulls back. “We’d be lost without you, sir.” 
 
    A shirtless Brandon and other Loyalists chime in about how vital Americus is.  
 
    Americus smiles. “I’m glad to be back also.” 
 
    Nav eyes Brandon’s muscular chest.  
 
    I squint at her. She likes him? Sure, he looks like someone’s in-game avatar, but can he be trusted? 
 
    “Geez, Brandon. Put a shirt on. No one wants to see that,” says Alexander.  
 
    It’s true. 
 
    “Some people might,” he says with a mischievous smile as he looks at Nav. 
 
    I can’t believe this creep. Alexander seems right about him.  
 
    “Everyone, listen up,” says Americus. 
 
    Conversations die down, and everyone turns their attention to Americus.  
 
    “We successfully stole the Xyphotech data. Once we decrypt this, we’ll be able to prove their guilt.” 
 
    Everyone cheers.  
 
    He raises his hand. “There’s more. I’m sure you have all seen this robot,” he says, pointing to Sunny.  
 
    My stomach drops. Is he going to try something? I slowly reach for my gun.  
 
    “Fae has created a human-level AI,” he says. 
 
    People gasp and go wide-eyed. Several Loyalists look at me with awe, but most of the Knights look horrified. Several of them put their hands on their guns.  
 
    Oh hell no.  
 
    “It’s an abomination,” shouts a female Knight with a birthmark on her cheek. 
 
    “Gabriel, you can’t be okay with this,” says a thin Knight, clutching his cross.  
 
    There’s no way I could take all of them. Maybe I could hack the lights to create confusion, then grab Sunny and run.  
 
    Americus steps up, his face a mask of anger. “Silence, now!” 
 
    Gabriel frowns at Americus but nods. “Knights, be calm. I know this is strange, but this AI has shown kindness, and he saved my life.” 
 
    “But Deacon, it’s against God’s laws,” says a curly-haired Knight.  
 
    “I can always count on you, Gregory. You’re a good man,” says Gabriel. “But I believe that God sent this AI so I can continue the fight against the beast.” 
 
    Gregory’s eyes widen, but he nods. “Praise the Lord.” 
 
    “Hallelujah,” say several of the Knights.  
 
    Others seem less enthusiastic.  
 
    I move my hand from my gun and release a long, shaky breath. 
 
    “Loyalists,” says Americus. “I know that AI is extremely dangerous, but in this one case, I believe the risks to be contained. He’s under Fae’s control, and he’s not networked. He also saved my life.” 
 
    Several of the Loyalists smile and nod to Sunny and me.  
 
    “He’s now a part of this team,” says Americus. “He’ll be treated with all the same rights and privileges.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team, Boss,” says Alexander.  
 
    “Glad to have you aboard,” says Yumi. 
 
    Weird Tom nods to Sunny. 
 
    Astrid smiles at me. “Thank Navin your little friend was around. We need Americus if we’ll have any chance of figuring this mess out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    GREATER APPEAL 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Nav, Sunny, and I sit on my bed, in the waning sunlight. Nav attempted to apologize to her father for standing up to him, but he waved her off, still clearly angry. Instead, he gave us a copy of the Xyphotech drive. He also sent one to his NIA contact, Gerald. Both days, Nav and I attempted to decrypt the drive with no success. The rest of the time, I hung out with Nav and Sunny or talked to Alexander while we trained. Despite his cockiness, he’s fun to talk to and knows tons about ancient and modern warfare.  
 
    “So a decentralized government would eliminate corruption since there would be no politicians involved,” I say to Nav. “There would be a constitution, which would be programmed into the blockchain. It would have to be followed, unlike how politicians don’t always follow the constitution now.” 
 
    “What if people want to change a law or part of the constitution?” asks Nav. 
 
    “It could be voted on. Laws would have a much lower threshold to pass than constitutional changes. They would need around seventy-five percent of votes.” 
 
    “What if wealthy people manipulated votes through advertisements or other means?” asks Nav.  
 
    “We’d have strict limits on advertisements and political spending and no way to buy people’s votes.” Another idea comes to me, and I nod excitedly, my curls bouncing. “Maybe laws can even be argued in court by constitutional lawyers. Then people would really understand what they’re voting for, and it would be hard to trick them.” 
 
    Nav lights up. “That’s a great idea. How would the military work?”  
 
    “I would put in the constitution that you can only defend, but if not, I suppose the top generals would recommend war, and then the people could enter their votes on the blockchain. Maybe the generals could even be elected. Why not?” 
 
    Sunny nods, and a beam of sunlight reflects off his chrome head into my eyes. I blink and turn away.  
 
    “Hmm,” says Nav. “I like it better than the current system, especially now that it’s gone to hell, but I still prefer voluntarism.” 
 
    “I have plenty of time to convince you otherwise,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    Nav grins at me and pulls out a bottle of wine. “In light of your brilliant ideas and our continued survival, I thought we should celebrate.  
 
    It will be nice to have fun for once. 
 
    “And thank you for saving us, Sunny,” says Nav. 
 
    “I would never leave either of you to die.” 
 
    “Good thinking with the power beaming upgrade,” I say.  
 
    “When I saw how important it was, I didn’t want you to run out of power again.” 
 
    I should have thought of it. The chaos must be getting to me. “This celebration should be for you too, Nav. You helped save Sunny.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Naveha,” says Sunny. 
 
    “I’ll do it again if need be.” She pours two mugs of the red liquid and hands me one. “No wine glasses, so mugs will have to do. I brought you one Sunny so you could toast with us.” 
 
    I look into the mug at the dark liquid and sniff its fruity aroma. “I’ve never had wine.” 
 
    “Live in the moment. Here’s to Sunny,” she says and raises her mug. 
 
    I shrug, and we all toast. 
 
    “Here’s to you Nav for helping Sunny and for helping me when I needed it most,” I say, meeting her kind, brown eyes.  
 
    Nav raises her glass. “And to you Fae. My brilliant friend who brought me back from the edge and gave me purpose again.” 
 
    I take another sip of the tart liquid, already feeling a tingly relaxation settle over me. “It’s tough to live under constant threat of danger. Doesn’t it bother you?” 
 
    “It does, of course, but this is too important,” says Nav. “If we don’t help, many people will suffer. We can prevent that.” 
 
    She’s right. And now that I’ve committed myself to making things up to her, I’ll have to forget about the risks. 
 
    “I can understand that,” says Sunny. “I don’t want to die either, but I do this for Fae. She’s more important to me than anything.”  
 
     “How about Alexander, though. He took charge for you, Sunny,” says Nav.  
 
    Sunny puts down his mug. “I’ve already thanked him.” 
 
    I squint at him. “When did you do that?” 
 
    “Last night, while you were asleep. He told me about his Olympic training and his late father. Alexander is impressive for a person.” 
 
    I nod absently as I remember Alexander’s appeal to save sunny. It brings a smile to my lips. He sure was impressive.  
 
    Sunny taps my hand. “You really seemed to admire him when you were staring at him in the car.” 
 
     My face flushes, and I take a deep swallow of wine to hide it.  
 
    Nav nudges me. “Somebody’s got a crush.” 
 
    “No,” I say more forcefully than I mean to. “I just appreciate what he did.” But I can’t forget the thrill I felt at his nearness when he caught me at the range.  
 
    “How about his shooting? Wow,” says Nav. 
 
    “Maybe we know a future gold medalist,” I say. “I guess I’ll have to return the favor at some point.” 
 
    Nav nudges me again. “A favor? Ooooo.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I say to change the subject. “Where did Americus get all the money for this warehouse and the military SUVs? It seems like it would be expensive.” 
 
    “Alexander, actually. His dad passed him down a lot of money. I heard he made most of it with huge endorsement deals.” 
 
    My eyebrow rises. “Alexander must really care about the cause.” 
 
    “Yes, that, and he said it was no big deal because he’d earn it all back after winning his first gold.” 
 
    I laugh. “Very fitting.”  
 
    Nav adjusts her green and white headband and fluffs her hair. Her jasmine scent drifts by me.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, “I’m sorry that you had to confront your dad.” 
 
    Nav frowns and looks out the window. She doesn’t speak for a long time. “It was hard to do, and I know it hurt him, but Sunny needed me.” 
 
    I reach over and squeeze her hand. I’m already lightheaded from the wine and generally happy, so I decide to change the subject. “Remember that Battle Royal Championship where I needed someone to sacrifice themselves in a bomb attack?” 
 
    “That was genius. There was no way we were going to win otherwise.” She pushes me in her enthusiasm.  
 
    I fall back and giggle at the unexpected push. Somehow, I keep my wine from spilling. 
 
    “Sorry.” She helps me back up. 
 
    “But remember what you did?” I ask. 
 
    She raises her mug. “I carried out your clever plan.” 
 
     I raise my mug to her and drink again. “You sacrificed yourself so we could win, even though you wouldn’t get any of the experience or rewards.” 
 
    Nav licks some wine off her lips and shrugs. “It was more important for me to see you guys win.” 
 
    “I admire how much you care about people. How much you care about me.” 
 
    She meets my eyes. “You mean a lot to me, Fae. I truly feel that we were meant to connect.”  
 
    Warmth spreads through me. Is this what life could be like? I’ve spent so much time worrying and waiting for things to get better, but at this moment, I feel relaxed, happy, and loved.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I head down to the main hall. Weird Tom plays poker with a few other Loyalists. A group of Knights sit in a circle and pray. A shirtless Brandon stands behind Nav, who sits in a chair. Hair clippings lie around them.  
 
    I enter the kitchen, grab two rolls, and coat them with hummus before devouring them.  
 
    “Hey, Fae.”  
 
    I flinch and turn. Astrid. “Hi…” 
 
    “All that lifting has been paying off. Check out those pipes,” she says, indicating my biceps. “If you’d like to kick it up a notch, I’d be happy to introduce you to powerlifting. That’s the way to go if you seriously want to bulk up.” 
 
    I give her a sweet smile. That’s nice of her. 
 
    “Unless you think this is going to intimidate you.” She flexes her bicep.  
 
    My eyes widen. Yep. Intimidated. “Impressive. I’d love some pointers.” 
 
    She smiles and walks off toward Yumi. 
 
    “Hello, child,” a deep voice says from behind me.  
 
    Gabriel. I reluctantly turn around and look up at the huge man. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you personally that I’ve accepted Sunny into my heart. Alexander made an excellent point. Do onto others as they do onto you. I truly believe Sunny was sent to us by God.” 
 
    At least that’s one issue resolved, assuming I can trust him. Now, I just have to fight in a revolution and not get killed while keeping Nav alive.  
 
    He rests his hand on my shoulder. Instinct tells me to get away. Instead, I lean into the touch, surprised by his gentleness.  
 
    “Something is troubling you. Give yourself over to God, and your suffering will vanish.” 
 
    I wish it were that easy. I’ve never been religious, but maybe it could help.  
 
    “Think about it. I’m around if you’d like to get anything off your chest.” After a pause, he adds, “Or if you prefer, you could try this method. He offers me his half-full glass of an amber liquid that smells like paint thinner.  
 
    I squint at it suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s the best scotch there is.” 
 
    I glance at the clock hanging in the kitchen. “It’s barely past noon.” 
 
    He smiles, his rough face transforming. “Exactly, it’s after noon.”  
 
    I hold up a hand and shake my head. “No thanks.” 
 
    He shrugs, then strolls away.  
 
    The liquor’s strong odor forces a dark memory to the forefront of my mind. I’m in my first hell, the Archfiend looming in front of me. His massive fist crashes into my face. I drop to the ground, my legs weak, my will gone.  
 
    Someone lies next to me, unmoving, her face blurred in my memory. I cry uncontrollably. The Archfiend demands that I stop, but I can’t. He slams me down with a clawed fist, then pours noxious liquid down my throat. I gag and swallow big gulps of the stuff. I gasp for air until oblivion takes me.  
 
    I force my mind back to the present to see Astrid and Yumi sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. Yumi pokes her and Astrid giggles. They gaze into each other’s eyes and then lean in for a slow kiss. 
 
    Awww. That’s awesome for them. I can’t help but be a little jealous, though.  
 
    I walk down the hall and peek inside Alexander’s room to see him standing at a desk and cleaning a disassembled rifle. The smell of gun oil envelops me immediately. Next to the rifle, lies his father’s gold medal, four toasted rolls, and a handful of butter packets.  
 
    That’s where all those rolls go. I guess he doesn’t want to eat the meal that Brandon made. “Hungry?” I ask.  
 
    He twists around with a grin. “Hey, Sprite. You know I’m Italian. I’m used to heaping plates of pasta and unlimited garlic bread. I’m going to waste away here.” 
 
    “Looks like it’s already happening,” I say. “You’re so thin.” 
 
    “How about you?”  
 
    I shrug. It’s true.  
 
    “I’m not thin anyway, I’m lithe.” He grabs the bottom of his shirt and pulls it over his six-pack abs.   
 
    “Whoa, whoa. I believe you,” I say, putting my hands up. Diablo, I guess I was underestimating him. Of course, I can’t tell him that. That would go right to his head. “So…are you nervous?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Everything. Our attempt to expose Xyphotech, other missions we might have to go on, the battle to save America.” 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “No…I’m committed. Just cautious.” 
 
    “As long as I’m around, there are no risks. A real boss protects his friends.” 
 
    “Yite,” I say under my breath.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” But I do doubt him. He couldn’t protect me at Xyphotech. If it weren’t for Sunny, we’d all be dead. “Thank you for what you did for Sunny. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    “It seemed like the right thing to do. I always stand up to injustice.” His intense eyes meet mine. “I’m glad you’re staying. Your skills are unlike anything I’ve seen.”  
 
    I smile at the praise.  
 
    The scar on his cheek draws my attention again. I wonder where he got that. It must be something tragic because I know he’d tell me if it was good. I think of my own scar. Hopefully, it’s not something like that. 
 
    “I am still worried, though,” I say.  
 
    “You’re a legendary hacker. Combined with my shooting skills and brilliant tactics, we can take back America and be heroes.”  
 
    Fae Luna, the Legendary Hacker. I imagine the praise I’d get. People would love me…finally. Then I’d be free to game and finish my foster care program, assuming I don’t die. I look up and examine Alexander. There’s something about him. Sure, he’s brash, but I certainly admire his confidence and sense of morality. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    ∶ NO GMO’S FOR US ∶ 
 
      
 
      
 
    I drop down into a pushup, then launch up to my feet and into the air. “Twenty,” I say between breaths.  
 
    “Well done,” says Astrid. “Just continue to use your full range of motion, and you’ll make progress faster.” 
 
    I pull at my sweat-soaked tank top, feeling uncomfortable. “Thanks for the tips,” I say with a smile. I’ve never had so many people in my life trying to help me. It’s strange.  
 
    Astrid pushes at Alexander’s shoulder. “Alexander might be the best shot, but he’s got nothing on me in the lifting department.” 
 
    Alexander feigns a hurt look. “Might be the best shot?” 
 
    Astrid shakes her head. “Fine. You’re the best shot. But you need to be more serious.” 
 
    “When this is over, I’ll be a serious Olympian with ten golds to my name, but you’ll have to accept me for now.” 
 
    She shakes her head and grabs a barbell filled with weights, then explodes upwards, lifting the bar over her head in a series of reps.  
 
    Yumi walks over to watch.  
 
    Alexander raises his eyebrows at her. “Is that what you’re going to do to me if I don’t get serious?”  
 
    Yumi giggles.  
 
    Astrid shoves him with a slight smile. “You always bounce back, Alexander.” 
 
    “You’ve noticed how resilient I am.”  
 
    “Yite,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    “You keep saying that. What does it mean?” he asks.  
 
    I shrug. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Fae, you should eat dinner with Yumi and me tonight. Us girls need to stick together,” says Astrid. “Tell Naveha to come too.” 
 
    A twinge of nervousness hits me. I’ve never socialized with a group. But it could be nice. “Sure.” 
 
    “Enough chit chat. Let’s get back to our workout,” says Alexander. “Run ten more laps.” 
 
    I sigh, but knowing how important running is, I set off. My arms pump as I sprint down the shooting range to the target at the back. Then I dart back to the end of the room, my hair bouncing with each stride.  
 
    When I first started training, I slowed way down after just three sprints. Now, even after the rest of my workout, my legs propel me forward just as fast on the tenth lap.  
 
    “You’re much faster than when we started,” says Alexander. 
 
    Astrid lowers her barbell from another set. “You’re the fastest sprinter I’ve seen.” 
 
    “And somehow you do it with those short legs,” says Alexander, with a wink. “You should come to the food distribution center with Astrid, Americus, and me.” 
 
    I squint at him. 
 
    “It will be perfectly safe,” he says as if reading my mind. “Especially since I’m going to be there.” 
 
    I’m not as sure, but it would be nice to participate in a normal activity.  
 
    After a while, Alexander and Astrid leave to shower while I lift some more. Gabriel joins me for a few sets and gives me pointers on my form. It’s always crazy to see him lift his massive weights, and tips are always appreciated.  
 
    When I’m done, I shower, then stop in the main hall to find Americus in the kitchen buttering a roll. Nav stands next to him.  
 
    “Do you think we could spend some time together now that things have calmed down a bit?” Nav asks Americus. “I miss you.” 
 
    Americus looks uncomfortable. “There will be time for that. There’s still too much to do.” 
 
    Nav lowers her head. “Are you still mad?” 
 
    “It’s fine, Naveha. Things are just too busy now. I need you to pick up some q-links from my supplier anyway. Go with Asher and meet at these coordinates,” he says as he sends them to her. 
 
    She turns to leave and bumps into me. “Sorry, Fae.” 
 
    A gigantic handgun is holstered at her hip. I glance at the monstrosity.  
 
    She shrugs. “It’s a sixty-five caliber designed for enhanced people. Alexander gave it to me.” 
 
    Impressive. That could come in handy. 
 
    “I’m off. I’ll see you soon, Fae.” She grabs me in a tight hug, my face sandwiched between her boobs, then leaves.  
 
    “Alexander told me you were coming on the food run,” says Americus.  
 
    “Is that okay? It’s not going to be dangerous, is it?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” he says. “Shortly after our Xyphotech rescue, the government took over all supermarkets and rebranded them as distribution centers. The loss of the free market disgusts me, but they’ll be guarded now. We’ll also use face-shift programs to hide our identities, and we’ll be armed.” 
 
    Not long after, Americus drives us to the distribution center. Alexander sits shotgun with his forty-four magnum on his lap. Astrid sits next to me, her face altered so that she looks like someone’s grandma.  
 
    Maybe not the best choice with those shoulders… 
 
    “Once we take back the republic, I’m getting back to marketing my own line of lab-grown protein with supplements,” Astrid says to me. “It’s called Humane Health. You know, because no animals are harmed.” 
 
    That’s good of her.  
 
    “I hate that I had to put it off. I sold five hundred units the month before this went down. The stuff sure pumps you up. I’ll be even more excited now, though. Yumi and I plan to rent a place together.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I say, happy for her. 
 
    “It’s going to be great. So, I didn’t know you could do so many things with programming. Tell me more about your foster care blockchain.” 
 
    I tell her the details as we drive on. Alexander and Americus discuss Navin Briggs’ famous battle, the pentagon gambit, with animated expressions and reverent tones. There are no rioters during the day like there are at night, but things are far from normal. Most stores are boarded up and many of them are graffitied. The few people on the streets walk quickly, their eyes darting around.   
 
    We arrive and park. Astrid jumps out of the car and offers her hand to help me down.  
 
    “Let’s get a lot Americus. You know I can eat,” says Alexander. “What are your favorite foods, guys?” 
 
    “Rice, beans, and plantains,” I say, still remembering how good my mom would make them when I was a kid.  
 
    “Pasta for me. I’m tired of soup,” says Alexander.  
 
    “Protein,” says Astrid. “I don’t want to lose muscle mass. When this is over, I’m going right back to powerlifting competitions.” 
 
    Americus takes out a bunch of bags from the SUV. “Only buy organic. I don’t want any of that Nutrihealth GMO garbage. Get well-balanced foods for nutrition. Dried and canned foods, so they last. We don’t know how long the supply disruptions will be or if they’ll get worse.” 
 
    “Boring,” says Alexander. 
 
    “Alexander,” Astrid scolds.  
 
    “It may be boring, but it’s necessary,” says Americus. “Oh, and thanks for the capital, Alexander.”  
 
    He grins. “Just a small part of my eventual fortune.”  
 
    I eye the two military guards with automatic rifles outside of the distribution center. Even though Americus told me it would be guarded, my stomach sinks. Maybe I can wait in the car. I look back toward it.  
 
    “Fae?” asks Americus. 
 
    “Come on,” says Alexander. “If anything goes wrong, you have me.” 
 
    “Yite,” I mumble.  
 
    “What was that?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing. Let’s go.” 
 
    We enter the small market. Rows of shelves hold bulk foods. People mill about the aisles, and an automated checkout station sits next to the door.  
 
    Americus and Alexander split off and chat as they select food. Astrid motions to me, and we grab our own cart. We walk the aisles, filling the cart with various types of food.  
 
    I pass by some coconut oil and smile as I think of Nav. I grab it for her. Astrid hefts another large bag of rice and places it into our almost full cart. We see the others near the entrance and walk over.   
 
    There’s quick movement in the corner of my eye.  
 
    I jerk my gaze toward the door. Four men wearing black masks and mismatched gear storm into the building.  
 
    One of the gangs? 
 
    “Everybody down on the ground. This is a robbery,” one of them yells. 
 
    Oh hell no. 
 
    Alexander rips his gun from its holster and fires. One of the men jolts backward. The others scatter.  
 
    Something small clinks near us.  
 
    My eyes widen, and I jump backward. “Grenade,” I yell. 
 
    Astrid is further back, but Americus and Alexander don’t have time to react.  
 
    A bright burst from the flashbang grenade fills the room, and its loud bang sends me sprawling.  
 
    I cough on thick, acrid smoke, trying to locate the Loyalists. My ears ring and throb with pain. The screams of frightened shoppers are muted as if I’m underwater, and the after-image of the bright flash blinds me.  
 
    “No,” Alexander yells.  
 
    Then there’s a thump, and he’s silent. A gun goes off, and there’s another thump. My vision clears to a hazy view of Americus and Alexander on the ground.  
 
    Oh no. Was one of them shot? I react on instinct. The years of foster homes have taught me to run, but Alexander has taught me to shoot. I tug the gun from my pants and twist to face the hazy figures of masked men.  
 
    “Watch out,” screams Astrid.  
 
    A heavy object smacks into my head, and the world fades away into darkness.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Something grinds against my back, and I groan in pain. I open my eyes to see a bright sky and some creep dragging me. I push off the ground to free myself.  
 
    The man’s grip is like steel as he yanks me forward and tosses me. I roll and hit a wall.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” demands Astrid from nearby, venom in her voice.  
 
    I sit up, pain pulsing in my head from where they hit me. Astrid sits against the wall. Her hands are zip-tied together, and her eye is black and blue.  
 
    An unshaven man with a gut looms over us, pointing a gun at my head. Another short but stout man with a dimpled chin stands next to him. Neither of them has a q-link, so they must have Evos. We’re in an empty alley, nothing but trash and dumpsters.  
 
    “You and your friends are coming with us as soon as our ride gets here,” says the man with the gut.  
 
    Like hell that’s happening, but what can I do? I don’t have my gun anymore. I’m still dazed too and don’t even know if I could stand. 
 
     “Why don’t you dance for me while we wait?” The chubby man asks me.  
 
    My stomach crawls. I want to spit or curse at him, but that would only get me beat. 
 
    “The boss wouldn’t like that,” says the stout man.  
 
    His partner scowls at him. “I’m just kidding. You need to lighten up.” 
 
    What could they want us for? Who knows, but I’m sure it’s not good. I need to escape before their ride gets here, but how? The guys were taken out, so they’ll be no help. I look over at Astrid. She’s tied up, so I can’t count on her either.  
 
    I stare down at my q-link. I hacked the Evo once. Maybe it’s updated, or maybe it was a fluke, but it’s my only chance. How can I possibly do it, though, while he’s holding a gun on me?  
 
    I glance behind our captors, wishing I could run, but I can’t leave the others. Can I take the men down somehow? I almost laugh. Yeah, right. I’m going to knock out two robust men, and then hack the world’s most secure device in seconds.  
 
    An autonomous van drives up, and the back opens. 
 
    Oh hell. Looks like I’ll have to escape after they take me. 
 
    “Time to go,” says the man with the gut. He reaches for me with one of his thick hands. I recoil back.  
 
    Astrid jerks her arms apart with a growl and snaps the zip tie, all while leaping up. She roundhouse punches the shorter man. He drops to the ground, his eyes rolling back. She darts to her left and tackles the man with the gut, slamming him down.  
 
    This is it! For a split second, I consider charging in to help. I’m much stronger now, but I doubt it’s enough. I have to use my best asset. “Chim, access the nearest Evo. Execute the puppet software.” 
 
    Astrid grits her teeth, and her substantial muscles bulge with exertion as she struggles against the larger but less fit man.  
 
    Come on, come on. The hologram of my program appears in front of me and attacks the Evo’s code.  
 
    Partway through, it stalls.  
 
    Xyphotech must have updated its security. Oh hell. I spout code to enhance my program while my hands speed through the motions of selecting and unselecting sections. The changes are complex, but I won’t be stopped.  
 
    Astrid wrenches the man’s gun away.  
 
    Yesss. We’re going to win. 
 
    Before she can turn it on him, he smacks it out of her hands. She moves to punch him, just as the man’s fist crashes into her head. She collapses on her back. 
 
    My eyes widen as I keep programming. Oh hell, oh hell…just a little bit more.  
 
    The unshaven man goes to kick Astrid in the ribs, but she rolls away, then leaps up again and strikes him with a straight punch to the face. The man grunts and clutches his bleeding nose.  
 
    Astrid darts for the gun, but the stout man, now recovered, gets to her first and grabs both her arms. She pulls forward, her muscles bulging. 
 
    The other man steps up and punches her in the ribs before she can escape. He pummels her with punch after punch in the face, chest, and stomach. I want to leap up to stop him, but I’m much smaller than he is. I keep hacking as fast as possible. It’s the only way for me to save her so that she can be with Yumi. He punches her several more times, but it gives me the time that I need.  
 
    Hell, yes! I’m in. I just need to— 
 
    The brute whips around, grabs my shirt, and lifts me like I’m a stuffed seal. “What are you doing over here?” 
 
    I gasp but keep focused, a rare rage flaring inside me. “Chim, open his hand.” 
 
    I fall to the ground with a grunt and roll backward. “Chim, make him get the gun and target his partner.” 
 
    The chunky man reaches out for me, but his hand slows as if moving through tar. His eyes widen. “What? What’s happening to me? What did you do?” 
 
    As if a puppet controlled by a child, he twists and lumbers toward the gun, his movements jerky and unnatural. 
 
    “What are you doing, Buck?” asks the stout man, still holding up the unconscious Astrid.  
 
    Buck slowly lifts the gun and aims toward the shorter man, his face contorted with his effort to resist my control.  
 
    “That’s loaded, cut it out,” says the stout man as he drops Astrid. She crumples to the ground, blood streaming from her nose and several cuts.  
 
    “Run, man,” says Buck. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    I hesitated with the mugger when I held my knife at his back. He almost killed Sunny and me because of it. I didn’t shoot the prison guard, and he called for help. Their drones nearly murdered us all. I never wanted to be a killer, but I’m not hesitating anymore. Anyone that threatens me or my friends dies.  
 
    “Chim, make him shoot his partner,” I say, indicating my target. 
 
    The stout man turns to run, but Buck fires three times in his back. The man collapses, blood flowing from the wounds.  
 
    “Chim, target the controlled man’s head.”  
 
    The man’s arm begins to move. He grits his teeth, and his hand shakes as he struggles against my control. The gun slides closer to his head, the whites of his eyes showing. “No, no. Don’t do it. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Lies. Go to hell. “Chim, fire.” 
 
    The gun bangs. The man drops.  
 
    I run over to Astrid. She’s badly beaten and unconscious but still breathing.  
 
    From inside, someone says, “Go check out those gunshots.”  
 
    My whole life, I would have run at this point to save myself. But maybe I was doing it wrong. In Silent City, I was heroic like Alexander. I’m not going to let him, Astrid, or Americus die…assuming the guys are still alive.  
 
    I rip the gun from the dead man’s hand, my lips curling in disgust at his bloody skull. I dive behind a dumpster before his partners come, then check the gun’s magazine to find plenty of ammo. My dizziness is gone, leaving just a dull throb in my head. I aim the pistol chest-level at the door.  
 
    A masked man appears in the doorway, his gun lowered. I fire two rounds into his unprotected chest, just like I practiced with Alexander. He grunts and falls to the ground. His gun clatters next to him. 
 
    I sprint to the edge of the door and hold my pistol ready. I remember the countless times that as StarFeather, I executed these same movements. “Chim, access my sonar program,” I whisper.  
 
    A holographic map appears with the people inside represented as gridlines. Most people lie around the edges. Two are lying nearby with two men standing over them, guns pointed.  
 
    It must be Americus and Alexander.  
 
    “Just grab them, and let’s get out of here,” says one of the attackers. “Drones or police could come soon.” 
 
    “We won’t have any problems with them,” says another. 
 
    “Still, let’s just leave. These two are enough.” 
 
    So they’re alive. Good. 
 
    “No, you idiot, we need the girl too,” says the other.  
 
    Why me? 
 
    Two of the men creep toward my location. I whip around the doorway, aim, and shoot with no hesitation. One bullet in the first man, two in the second, and then two more into the first to be safe. Before they can react, they’re dead on the ground. The remaining two men turn on me, guns ready. 
 
    Before I can dive into cover, Americus jumps up and elbows the one attacker’s head. The man’s neck twists, and his eyes roll back. The other whirls on Americus, his gun whipping around.  
 
    Americus hits the end of the weapon with one hand and the back of the attacker’s wrist with the other, and suddenly, the gun is in his hands. Americus fires five times into the man’s chest.  
 
    Diablo, that was amazing. I’m definitely asking him to teach me.  
 
    Alexander recovers his revolver as he rubs his head.  
 
    “I don’t know how you managed it, but thanks for the save, Fae,” says Americus. “Where’s Astrid.” 
 
    I pick up my nine-millimeter that lies nearby. “She’s hurt bad outside.” 
 
    Americus growls, his eyebrows knitting together. Two more men come bursting through the front door. Alexander lifts his gun, his long hair swaying. He fires two smooth shots. Both men lose an eye and their lives.  
 
    “Fae, get this food loaded,” says Americus. “Alexander, go get Astrid.”  
 
    Americus grabs the man that he knocked out and throws him over his shoulder. “It’s time we study the Evo and see if we can find weaknesses. The drones will be here soon. Get moving.” 
 
    I grab our full cart. It’s heavy, so it takes me a second to build up momentum. Other people scream and grab food as they run for the exit. One woman runs by with several bags of nacho chips. I shake my head at the ridiculousness of it. As soon as people exit with unpaid food, the alarm blares. 
 
    Americus and I burst outside past two prone guards. I toss their rifles into the cart and keep running. On the way, I scan the clear sky for drones and the promise of death. Come on Alexander. Hurry. 
 
    Americus heaves the unconscious man into our military SUV. “Stay here, Fae. I’ll get the other cart.” 
 
    Alexander helps Astrid jog over, and moments later, Americus has the second cart. We all throw in the food, then jump into the vehicle. Americus steps on the accelerator, and the smell of burning rubber wafts around me.  
 
    “Alexander, stun him and initiate a signal jammer,” says Americus. “I don’t want anyone tracking him.” 
 
    Alexander shocks the man, zip ties his arms, puts a hood on him, then activates a small device. He takes out a med-kit and treats Astrid’s wounds, with gentle precision.  
 
    I shake my head, trying to erase the images of the men beating Astrid and then of me killing them.  
 
    “Fae.” 
 
    It doesn’t work. I see the chunky man’s brains leaking on the street, and his partner lying face down, his back a bloody mess.  
 
    What am I now? 
 
    “Fae,” says Alexander.  
 
    I look at him, still in a daze.  
 
    “Are you all right?”  
 
    It takes me a second to respond. “I’m shaken.” 
 
    “That was rough. You saved us, though. Focus on that.” 
 
    I nod to him, wishing it never came to this. 
 
    “Damn. Astrid didn’t deserve this,” says Americus, then to me, he says, “When Naveha gets back, you’re both going to study the Evo. We need an edge.” 
 
    If she even gets back. The thought of that sours my stomach.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    After a short time, we arrive back at the warehouse. Groups of Loyalists and Knights mill about. Sunny sits across from Weird Tom, a chess game set up between them.  
 
    Tom moves his bishop and says, “I believe that aliens created the ancient Egyptian religion and others to control humans for some purpose.” 
 
    The Eye of Ra symbol Barbra drew pops into my head. I shake it, dismissing the thought.  
 
    “I see,” says Sunny. “It would be easier to control people with the idea of ever watching gods rather than trying to police people.”   
 
    “We see evidence of alien visitation in the Sumerian tablets. They wrote about the Anunnaki, which means those from heaven to earth came. The ancient Hopi people carved images of sky gods who helped them avoid two massive disasters. They called them the Ant People. Interestingly enough, the Hopi word for ant is anu, and the word naki means friends.” 
 
    “Do you think they could still be here?” asks Sunny. 
 
    Tom shrugs. “It’s possible. Maybe they’re cloaked or underground. Or maybe they can even shapeshift.” 
 
    I leave them to their conversation, but I’m not sure how much I like Sunny talking to this nut.  
 
    Americus waves over Brandon and points to the SUV. “Astrid is hurt. Help her out of the car.” 
 
    Brandon hustles to the SUV, glances at the zip-tied man, then helps Astrid up.  
 
    Sunny jogs to me. “Are you injured, Fae?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I say but rub the lump on my head.  
 
    “Why are you rubbing your head and wincing then? Let me scan you.” Sunny runs his eyes over me. “A head contusion but no concussion. You also have some minor cuts.” 
 
    “I told you. I’m fine.” At least physically… 
 
    Yumi runs over to Astrid’s side and looks at her battered body in horror. “Oh my God.” She wheels on Americus. “How did you let this happen?”  
 
    Americus winces. “I’m sorry, Yumi. We were ambushed.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his fault,” says Astrid. “Help me to my room.” 
 
    Yumi scowls up at Americus for another second, then walks Astrid away. 
 
    “Alexander, help me get this man to the cell,” says Americus.  
 
    Cell? I follow their gaze and see the cage in the corner. That’s what it’s for. 
 
    The man starts to stir and mumble.  
 
    “Brandon, get me the sedative,” says Americus. “I want this scum silent.”  
 
    Brandon lifts his arm. His small drone unfolds and shoots toward the other side of the room. I shake my head, still impressed by the device.  
 
    They drag the man to the cage as if he’s one of the rice sacks we just stole. Americus rips off the man’s hood, then pulls out a knife. He cuts the hood into two strips. One he balls up and stuffs in the man’s mouth. The other he ties around the man’s head to hold in the gag.  
 
    Brandon’s drone flies over, and Americus grabs the syringe from it and jabs the man. Other Loyalists and Knights gather around, murmuring about the attack.  
 
    “This happened because of technology,” says Weird Tom. “We should rid the world of it.” 
 
    Gabriel walks over, shaking his head. “The beast that rises from the bottomless pit will make war on us.” 
 
    “We caught someone with the Evo,” says Americus to Gabriel. “We’re going to study it, and we’ll beat this.” 
 
    Gabriel’s eyes go wide, and he steps back with a gasp. “You brought an abomination here?” he asks in a growl. “He’s pledged to serve the beast. You know he can’t be redeemed. He has to die.” 
 
    “He’s right, Americus,” says Brandon. “We can’t let him live. He nearly beat Astrid to death.” 
 
    Americus holds his hands up to calm them. “We need intel. It’s only going to be for a few days. Besides, it wasn’t him that beat her.” 
 
    Brandon looks at Americus as if he’ll challenge him, but instead, he nods.  
 
    “But he has the Evo,” says Weird Tom. “Let’s just be rid of him.” 
 
    “I said no, Thomas,” Americus yells. 
 
    Weird Tom slinks off, back to his chess table.  
 
    Gabriel signs the cross and scowls. “He could bring the beast to our door. He needs to go now.” 
 
    Americus clenches his fists. “We can’t win this fight unless we have knowledge.” 
 
    “You must not eat from the tree of knowledge, for when you do, you will surely die,” says Gabriel.  
 
    Americus throws his hands up. “This isn’t a bible story. We can’t win unless we know what we’re dealing with.”  
 
    Gabriel steps closer, his face red with anger. “Everything is a bible story. We’re living out the end of days, and I’ll be damned if I don’t fight the beast’s influence.” 
 
    Loyalists group up behind Americus and Knights behind Gabriel. I back up a few more steps from the argument, worried about it spiraling out of control.  
 
     “I’m in charge here, Gabriel. You will follow orders.” 
 
    Gabriel shakes his head. “You’re not my commanding officer anymore.” 
 
    I wonder what will happen if it comes to blows? Gabriel is a monster with his enormous chest and arms, but Americus isn’t a small man either, and with that beard, he looks dominant.  
 
    Americus shakes his head and deflates. “I’m asking you as my friend. Leave him alone until we study the Evo. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    Gabriel eyes the caged man and grits his teeth. He looks back and sighs. “Fine, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    Hell, that was tense. I feel burned out just watching it. 
 
    Gabriel stalks away to a few of his fellow Knights. Americus wanders off, shaking his head. I walk over to Sunny, who’s across from Weird Tom again, finishing his chess game.  
 
    “Hello, Fae,” says Sunny. “Did you know that Thomas was a class A chess tournament player and a professional poker player?” 
 
    His statement is so out of sync with what I just went through that I nearly laugh. It’s times like this that I remember Sunny isn’t like humans. “I didn’t. Sorry to interrupt, but can I talk to you, Sunny?” 
 
    Sunny stands. “Do you mind if we finish this game later, Thomas?” 
 
    Tom scratches his bushy beard and fixes his hard eyes on me. “That’s fine. Anytime Sunny.” 
 
    A shiver runs through me, and we leave for our room. “Why are you hanging out with him?”  
 
    “Just for someone to talk to and play games with.” 
 
    “He’s so strange, though,” I say. “He looks like a big-time creep.” 
 
    “He’s been pleasant to me.” 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t stand in the way if Sunny is happy, but I wish he decided to connect with someone else. “It’s fine. Just don’t tell him anything about me.” 
 
    “You know that I am always thinking about protecting you. You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    We reach the room and sit together on the mattress.  
 
    “I can’t believe that Astrid was beaten up so bad,” I say. “She would have died if not for me.” 
 
    Sunny frowns. “It’s strange to think about death. Ever since Barbra died, I can’t get the idea of mortality off my neural net.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Fae, you have to take me every time you go somewhere from now on.” 
 
    I wring my hands. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “That’s why you need to take me. You’d already be dead if I wasn’t around two other times.” 
 
    Nav enters the room and sits next to me on the bed, her hair tied back in a bright pink headband. The sweet smell of her jasmine perfume floats around me, contrasting with the pistol that rests in a holster at her hip.  
 
    A dark memory of screams and gunshots flashes before me. My heart is thumping, my mind whirling. Fists crash into Astrid’s head, spraying blood on stray trash.  
 
    We should have left a scout outside or at least someone watching the door from inside. The rest of us should have stayed in close formation behind cover as much as possible. I sigh. Who could have expected this, though? “Sunny, do you mind if I talk to Nav alone?”  
 
    “It doesn’t bother me.” He walks to the corner and enters sleep mode.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” I say. 
 
    “Are you okay? Americus just filled me in,” says Nav. 
 
    I shake my head and sigh, remembering the thug’s hand on me. “It was…not easy.” 
 
    She hugs me, her arms wrapping me in a feeling of warmth and security. “Seriously, though…are you all right?” 
 
    I tell her what happened.  
 
    Her jaw drops. “You can hack the Evo? That’s amazing.” 
 
    I shrug, unable to reveal that I had my pre-coded Evo hacking program and only needed to make a few changes. “I was almost too slow. I need to be the best. It’s the only way I can be safe and keep everyone else alive.” 
 
    “If you can hack the Evo, you’re one of the greatest hackers of all time. This isn’t your fault.” She wraps her human arm around me.  
 
    For some reason, her compassion brings all of my painful emotions to the surface. It would be so easy to break down now. But no. I won’t break. The fires of hell scorched me raw for years. I can take anything. “I can’t imagine walking into the training room and never seeing Astrid lifting weights or kissing Yumi again. It was so close.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Wait, kissing Yumi?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” I ask.  
 
    “No. Oh my God. I feel so bad for both of them. I’ll have to see what I can do to help.” 
 
    I stare off for a minute. “I can’t believe I killed people.”  
 
    Nav pulls back and looks me in the eyes. “Listen to me. I care about people more than most, but if you had to kill to survive, then you had to kill. If I have to kill to save you or Sunny, I will too.” 
 
    She’s right. I did what I had to. “We need to be more prepared when we leave the base. We should act like we’re in Silent City. This is war.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that. Remember to speak up if you have something to say.” 
 
    “I will.” As long as Nav is at my side, there’s hope. “I got you something.” I reach behind the mattress and hand her the coconut oil.  
 
    “Oh my God, this is so nice. I didn’t know what I was going to do for moisturizer.” 
 
    “Now you can be as smooth as ever,” I say.  
 
    “You’re the best. Oh, and I meant to tell you, your muscles are filling out. I noticed when we hugged.”  
 
    Still not strong enough, though.  
 
    “Let’s talk about better things. Fun things,” says Nav.  
 
    I could use a break from my tortured mind. 
 
    “Speaking of fun things, are you sure you’re not into Alexander? I noticed you checking him out again before you left to get food.” 
 
    My face heats, and I look down. “He’s so skinny.” An image of his muscular abs pops into my mind. Maybe not that skinny. “He’s also so full of himself. And too reckless.” 
 
    “Sure,” she says with a long drawl. “What do you think about Brandon?” 
 
    I know she’s at least a little interested in him, so I don’t want to be too harsh. “I don’t know. Alexander said he was a player, and I see him flirting with some of the girls.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that either, or if I’m even close to being ready for something, but I like the attention he gives me. I’ve been very lonely. He’s also interesting. Did you know he made the silver jewelry he wears?” 
 
    I shrug.  
 
    “I tried to compliment him on his bracelet. And he brushed it off like it was nothing. I like that even though he’s done so much, he can stay modest.” 
 
    A positive trait at least. 
 
    “He actually wants to start up a silversmith business when this is all over. And look what he made me.” She reaches up to a necklace and shows me a small pendant with a purple gemstone in it. “It’s amethyst.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Even better,” she says. “I asked if he’d make something that I could give you.” She reaches into her pocket and hands me a slender cuff bracelet with a matching amethyst gem.  
 
    “Aww. Thanks, Nav. I love it.” I slip it onto my bare wrist, then rotate it, admiring how the gemstone sparkles. I also like that it distracts from my scar. “Now, we’re twins.”  
 
    She looks down at me. “I must have stolen all the nutrients in the womb.”  
 
    I giggle. “It’s true. So, your dad wants us to study the Evo in the man they captured,” I say, changing the subject. “This is a good opportunity for us to improve our hacking.” 
 
    She nods. “I know it’s important, but I’m going to be uncomfortable experimenting on a man. That’s why I’ve always liked hacking. It’s all computers. And nobody really gets hurt.” 
 
    The blimp crushes her husband, his screams slicing through me. “Right.”  
 
    “What exactly does he want us to do?” 
 
    I rip my mind away from my…mistake and refocus on the issue. “I’m not sure. He didn’t say yet, but I have some ideas.” 
 
    Nav pokes me in the ribs. “Of course, you do.” 
 
    I flinch back and swat at her hand.  
 
    “I also don’t like the idea of what will happen after we finish our testing,” she says. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good. Gabriel wanted to kill him on the spot, and the Loyalists had to be cooled down by Americus, or they would have too.” 
 
    Nav presses her knuckles into her lips and shakes her head.  
 
    “Maybe he should die. He was with those thugs that beat up Astrid.” 
 
    She looks up at me, frowning. “He didn’t do it, though, and who knows why he was going to rob the place. The supermarkets didn’t have much food before the government took them over.” 
 
    It annoys me that she’s defending this man. “These creeps almost killed me. Don’t you care?” 
 
    She squeezes my hand. “Of course, I care. You’re important to me, but I don’t like to see people die unnecessarily.” 
 
    I suppose she’s right. Neither do I…although he was trying to capture me. I guess it doesn’t matter if he doesn’t know where I am, though. Either way, if it’s important to her, it’s important to me. “You’re right. You should try to convince Americus to let him go when we’re done.” 
 
    She pulls back and adjusts her headband. “I will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    PUPPET MASTER 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Nav, Sunny, and I checked on Astrid and Yumi. Astrid’s wounds, while brutal, were not life-threatening. She had two broken ribs, a broken nose, several gashes and bruises, and a concussion. She would have destroyed him if he didn’t have a friend. Luckily, Astrid had one too.  
 
    Yumi thanked me a hundred times for saving Astrid. Her usual infectious energy and positive spirit pulled us out of the darkness, and instead of reliving the disaster again, we talked about our future goals and dreams.  
 
    Yumi was the harmonica player in an indie folk-rock band. Her bandmates were unharmed in the war and don’t have the Evo. She said when this is over, they’re going to record their second album, titled Sprite’s Revenge, after me. 
 
    Astrid showed us photos of her protein powder and talked about other supplements she wanted to make. Sunny talked about all the improvements he’d make for himself, like sensors in his fingers so he can feel like we do. He made a joke in the middle of it, and Yumi cracked up laughing. Perhaps the relief of Astrid living made her think it was funnier than it was.  
 
    Nav told us about a positive coping skills counseling group she planned to create, and I told them about several apps I hope to finish after we’ve saved the country. It was weird to be chatting with the girls as if we’re in a normal world, or I’m a normal person, but I liked it.  
 
    “Fae?” asks Nav. 
 
    I shake my head to bring myself back to the present. “Sorry. Chim, execute program thirty-three.” 
 
    The prisoner stands and raises his arms awkwardly as if pulled by puppet strings, which he essentially is.  
 
    “Wow, that worked well. Finally,” says Nav. “It looks like you have complete control now.” 
 
    “There’s still a fair amount of resistance, though,” I say. “His movements are too jerky.” 
 
    Nav points to a section of the code floating before us. “What if we replace this line with this section and then delete lines ten and eleven?” 
 
    I examine it. “You know what? You’re right. Nice catch.” I make the change.  
 
    The man growls and throws himself at the front of the cage.  
 
    I flinch back, my heart skipping a beat. Oops. “Chim, freeze him in place.” 
 
    The man freezes but keeps growling behind his gag. His eyes burn with fury and contempt. 
 
    “Chim, sit him down,” I say. 
 
    The man sits, his motion much smoother than before. I roll my shoulders, sore from sitting on the bench for so long while testing.  
 
    “So is that it?” asks Nav. 
 
    “No. I want to see if we can induce hallucinations and emotional extremes like we saw in the streets.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” says Nav. “I’m not sure if that’s right.” 
 
    “But it would prove the Evo is capable of what happened,” I say. “It could also come in useful.” 
 
    She purses her lips and looks down. “You’re probably right. Things are just a lot different when you’re not in a game.” 
 
    That’s for sure. Death is so much gorier…and final.  
 
    “How will we know if it works?” asks Nav. 
 
    “We’ll have to ungag him.” 
 
    Americus walks up to us and glances at the prisoner. “How’s your progress?” 
 
    Nav motions to me. Americus turns, and I’m instantly anxious. 
 
    It felt natural when Nav deferred to me in-game, but it still feels strange in real life. “So far…well…” Oh hell. “I mean. It’s—” 
 
    He lowers his hands in a calming gesture. “Take your time. You seem nervous.” 
 
    I take a few mindful breaths, relaxing further with each one and feel grateful that Nav taught me the technique. I wonder how much more relaxing meditation would be. “We got my program to a point where we can control him physically. It seems absolute.” 
 
    “That’s very good,” he says. “You might be one of two people who can hack the Evo. I’m starting to see why Naveha thinks you’re so special.”  
 
    I turn away with a smile. Am I special? I’ve known for a while that I could out-hack most people, even ones with the Evo, but I always thought it was just my hard work. 
 
    “Where are you going to go from here?” he asks. 
 
    I tell him about our plans to induce hallucinations and other emotional states.  
 
    “Good, good. Once you calm down, you know how to explain yourself well.” 
 
    “We’ll need to take off his gag, though,” I say.  
 
    “Let me get Thomas to sedate him.” 
 
    I shake my head, my hair springing back and forth. “Not necessary. I can freeze him.” 
 
    “Do it,” says Americus.  
 
    I do, and Americus ungags him and then locks him back up. The man starts yelling. 
 
    I inhale sharply. “Chim, close his mouth.” 
 
    The man’s mouth clamps shut, and only muffled sounds escape.  
 
    Americus’ eyes widen. “This is something else. Can you induce pain? I have some questions I want truthful answers to.” 
 
    Nav winces. “I don’t think that’s right.” 
 
    Americus sighs. “Naveha. Why do you have to go against everything I say?” 
 
    She stands, her eyes level with his. “It feels wrong, and I’m not comfortable with it.” 
 
    He turns on me. “And you?” 
 
    I feel small under his gaze, but I don’t like the idea of inducing pain. Can I force him to tell the truth in another way? “I agree with Nav, but I might be able to get you answers. One sec.”  
 
    I research the areas of the brain that activate when people lie. The thalamus, the caudate, and the anterior cingulate cortex. If I suppress the activity of those areas… “I think I can force him to tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    “Good, good,” says Americus. “Do it.” 
 
    I suppress the areas of his brain.  
 
    Americus leans in, his eyes locking on the man. “What were you doing at the distribution center?” 
 
    The man’s face twists as he opens his mouth. “We were sent to capture you all.” His eyes widen as if surprised by his own statement.  
 
    “By whom?” demands Americus. “How did you know we’d be there?” 
 
    The man’s face twitches as he tries to resist. “Boss didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Who’s your boss?”  
 
    His shoulder slump as he resigns to my control. “She killed him,” he says, his attention making my skin crawl. “I don’t know anything about him. Just that he pays me.” 
 
    “Who’s his boss? Do you know anything about the government coup?”  
 
    “I don’t know anything about that,” the prisoner says. “I was just trying to feed my family.” 
 
    Americus grunts. “This is very disturbing.” 
 
    “Dad,” says Nav.  
 
    He turns back, a frown on his face.  
 
    “Are you going to kill him when we’re done?” she asks. 
 
    “Naveha, this man nearly killed Alexander and your friend here. His accomplice beat Astrid half to death.” 
 
    She nods. “That’s horrible, but he didn’t do it. I understand killing in the moment, but we don’t have to be executioners. Can’t we let him go when we’re done?”  
 
    Americus scrunches his face, looking like he’s wrestling with the idea. “Even though he doesn’t know where we are, it could still put us at risk.” 
 
    Nav purses her lips, then asks, “Fae, can you disrupt his memory of his time with us?”  
 
    “Probably. Let me work on it.” 
 
    Americus rests a hand on Nav’s shoulder. “Good thinking. That should eliminate the risk. If you can erase his memory, I’ll respect your wishes.” 
 
    Nav breaks out into a grin. “Thank you, Dad.” 
 
    A small smile forms on Americus’ lips as he nods. It’s about the most affection I’ve seen him give her since I’ve been here.   
 
    “Before we release him, though,” says Americus, “keep testing out your capabilities. I want your control to be perfect.” 
 
    Gabriel eyes us with a scowl over the hologram of something he’s reading.  
 
    “Do you want to have dinner later, Dad? I want to clear the air and catch up.” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow or some other day. I have a lot to think about.”  
 
    Nav deflates.  
 
    Americus rubs his beard as if in thought, then asks, “The Evo can be removed at any time, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” says Nav. “That’s always been important for its adoption.” 
 
    “I want you to make sure that nothing has changed with that,” he says. 
 
    That’s smart. “Chim, remove the man’s Evo.” 
 
    “This feature has been disabled,” says my q-link. 
 
    Diablo. 
 
    Nav gasps. 
 
    Americus grumbles. “Fae, is this something you can work around? Or you, Naveha?”  
 
    “Let’s take a look,” says Nav.  
 
    We bring up the code and scan it together.  
 
    “Look, here it is,” says Nav. 
 
    I examine the section of code closer. “I should be able to get around this. Give me a minute.” 
 
    I alter sections of the code as they stand over my shoulder. Their attention makes me uncomfortable, but I ignore them and keep working. “There. Got it. Chim, remove the Evo.” 
 
    The man’s mouth pops open.  
 
    My eyes widen. What? 
 
    “Warning!” comes from the man’s mouth but in a strange tone. The man’s eyebrows rise. “A permanent physical change has been made to the Evo. Attempting to remove it will activate barbs, which will destroy this person’s brain tissue.” His mouth clamps shut again. 
 
    Gabriel looks up again, a deep frown pulling at his lips.  
 
    “This is bad,” says Alexander, who walks up behind us.  
 
    “Obviously,” says a shirtless Brandon from nearby.  
 
    Alexander scowls at him but turns to Americus. “I’m sure glad we didn’t get the Evo.” 
 
    “You’re right,” says Americus. “This is alarming.” 
 
    Now, not only is everyone with the Evo vulnerable, they can’t even get rid of it. I shiver even though I’m sweating from nervousness. 
 
    I glance at Gabriel again and don’t like the angry look on his face. At least, we shouldn’t have to hold the prisoner for much longer. Then Gabriel can calm down.  
 
     I check the code from the new message to see if I can learn anything from it. My brow furrows as I study it. It’s unlike any of the Xyphotech code I’ve hacked. Strange.  
 
     “What’s wrong?” asks Nav.  
 
    “Maybe it’s nothing, but it’s not a typical Xyphotech code.” 
 
    Americus’ expression darkens. “They must be working with someone. Hacking the Xyphotech drive is our top priority now,” says Americus. “Until we have enough proof, we can’t do anything.” 
 
    “Let’s get to that, Fae,” says Nav. “First, let’s get a bite to eat.” 
 
    We reach the kitchen, and I open up the fridge. Cool air blows by me as I grab a carrot from the oversized bag we got from the distribution center. It crunches as I bite into it.  
 
    “Gabriel, no!” yells Alexander.  
 
    I spin around, as do Americus and Nav next to me. Gabriel aims an assault rifle at the evolved man in the cage. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    SHOCKING BETRAYAL 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t Gabriel,” warns Americus.  
 
    Gabriel fixes his cold eyes on Americus. Americus stares back, shaking his head in warning. The contest of wills lasts only a moment before Gabriel pulls the trigger.  
 
    “Nooo!”  
 
    Gabriel lowers his gun, but it’s too late. The evolved man’s body is riddled with bullets and bleeding out on the ground.  
 
    “I told you no,” Americus growls, his fists balled.  
 
    Gabriel rounds on Americus. “I’m on God’s mission. I don’t follow your orders anymore.” 
 
    Americus shakes his head. “You gave your word.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, old friend, but the promise I made to the All-Mighty far outweighs my duty to you. No one who accepts the mark can be forgiven, and they can’t be trusted. This is very clear in the bible.” 
 
    Americus’ eyes bore into Gabriel, his nostrils flaring. Gabriel’s Knights begin to congregate around him, hard looks on their faces.  
 
    Alexander stands at Americus’s side, his military shirt and long revolver making him look imposing. Brandon and Weird Tom walk up behind us. Then Asher, Silas, and all of the other Loyalists whose names I can’t remember cluster around us, everyone except Yumi, who sits on the couch. 
 
    Oh hell. Suddenly, I want to be anywhere but here.  
 
    “Drop the gun, Gabriel,” says Alexander. “You defied a direct order. Surrender yourself.” 
 
    Gabriel doesn’t move, but some of his men’s hands inch toward their guns. I slide back behind the fridge and peek out. I’m not dying for this ridiculousness. 
 
    Nav growls, her eyebrows dipped. “You’re a murderer.” 
 
    Gabriel scoffs. “He was a servant of the beast. He no longer had a soul. Now that the mark has locked itself, we have to kill them all.” 
 
    A chill runs through me at the cold edge of his voice. I glance backward, considering leaving. What about Nav, though? “Nav,” I whisper. “Come back here.” 
 
    She looks back with a scowl and waves me away, her other hand moving to her gun.  
 
    So much for that.  
 
    “The Deacon was right to kill him,” says one of his Knights. 
 
    “If anyone worships the beast, he will also drink the wine of God’s wrath,” says a pudgy Knight, as his hand creeps toward his gun. 
 
    The others nod along.  
 
    Alexander steps forward. “That’s beside the point! Americus gave you an order, and when you’re here, you follow orders. What happened to loyalty?” 
 
    Gabriel scowls. “Loyalty, Boy? I’ve been friends with Americus for thirty-five years. You’ve known him for two.” 
 
    “But I’d never betray him. Now, submit,” says Alexander. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Deacon. We have to continue the mission,” says a thin woman to Gabriel’s right.  
 
    “We needed more information about the Evo’s weaknesses,” says Asher. “This is war.”  
 
    “They nearly killed Astrid,” says Gabriel. “Don’t you care?” 
 
    Yumi nods, her usually cheerful face like stone. “I’m glad you killed him.” 
 
    “Yumi,” Americus growls.  
 
    “But you still should have followed orders,” she adds, then stands to join the rest of the Loyalists.  
 
    Alexander’s gun rises a fraction of an inch. Nav’s gun is in her hand. The Knights’ guns slowly rise. 
 
    I duck further behind the fridge. Idiots. 
 
    “Enough,” yells Americus.  
 
    Everyone goes silent.  
 
    “Lower your guns. All of you.”  
 
    I peek out and see them comply.  
 
    Americus eyes Gabriel. “I’ve lost faith in you and our friendship. I’m not going to hold you here, but you have to leave now.” 
 
    Gabriel’s hard face melts into something that resembles regret. “Everyone, pack up your gear, and Winston, take Martin and grab the large holo-emitters.” 
 
    “We might need the infrared mimic and extra range they provide,” says Americus.  
 
    “They’re mine,” says Gabriel. “You’ll have to make do with your q-links. But don’t worry. I’ll use them for the cause.” 
 
    His cause now seems much different than Americus’.  
 
    Americus balls his hands into fists, his forearms tense. “Thomas, Yumi. Get rid of that corpse.” 
 
    They walk over to it. Yumi leans down and spits on the body.  
 
    “Sir,” I say.  
 
    He turns his dark eyes on me.  
 
    Somehow, I don’t wilt back. Maybe because I just went through something much more extreme. “It’s not as good, but I can still study the Evo. You should take it out.” Of his brain, but it felt strange to say that aloud.  
 
    He nods to me with a grunt. “Thomas, get the Evo out of his head before you dispose of him.” 
 
    Thomas’ lip pulls back in disgust. “I’m sorry, sir,” he says stiffly, “but I don’t want to touch that thing.” 
 
    Americus sighs. “Sorry, Thomas. I forgot. Asher, get the Evo.” 
 
    Asher nods. 
 
    “Now that we consolidated our cause, we’ll redouble our efforts. We’ll still win this,” says Americus with more confidence in his voice than seems appropriate.  
 
    “You were tough to back up Americus,” says Alexander to me.  
 
    I guess he didn’t see me duck behind the fridge. I shrug. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. What’s the deal with you and Brandon?” I ask, my curiosity outweighing my usual caution.  
 
    Alexander’s face goes rigid. “I told you he’ll say anything to charm a woman. Unfortunately, he did it to my old girlfriend.” 
 
    Ohhh. “Where is she now?” 
 
    “He was with her for a few weeks, then cheated on her. After that, she joined the army. Last I heard, she was stationed at Fort Briggs near Philly. Thanks for saving our butts at the distribution center, by the way.”  
 
    “I thought you were the one that was supposed to be protecting me.” 
 
    Alexander frowns for the first time I can remember. “I’m sorry, Sprite.” 
 
    His concern warms my heart. “You got hit by a flashbang grenade. I’m just glad I got back to you in time.” 
 
    “You were a boss in there. A true hero.” 
 
    I look away, the compliments getting to my head.  
 
    He looks down and shakes his head, his long hair swaying. “I don’t ever want to be in this situation again. We need to train harder.” 
 
    I’m already nodding along with him. “I’m ready for team shooting and martial arts training. As long as I’m involved in this, I need to become a weapon,” I say as I remember Astrid getting beat. 
 
    He raises his hands. “Whoa, scary.” 
 
    I shake my head with a grin. “I want to be involved in our tactics more too.” 
 
    “I knew it,” he says. “You want to be like the great commanders, Caesar, Navin, and Hannibal. I can roll with you there.” 
 
    Before I know what I’m doing, I’m bumping fists with Alexander to the two of us becoming great commanders. I don’t know what world I’m in right now, but when I’m with Alexander, it feels like a different one. 
 
    “Your shooting was excellent. Quick, smooth, accurate. And now you can hack the Evo, like a puppet master.” 
 
    I puff up.  
 
    “Look at you,” he says. “Shoulders back, head up, that fiery look in your eyes. Almost intimidating. You’re a fire sprite.” 
 
    I giggle. “No. I’ve been putting out fires my whole life, and I don’t have much of a temper…. I’m more of an ice sprite.” 
 
    His smile grows. “Boss. Now, let’s start training for real. You still need to pass the initiation test.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    ∶ GUNS OR WORDS ∶ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few weeks, looting, burglary, assaults, and murders skyrocketed. Gangs took over large sections of major cities and destroyed several police stations. President Falk declared martial law to maintain control. The Loyalists melted down over it, but at least the gangs in Stroudsburg have been contained.  
 
    When Americus wasn’t teaching me fighting techniques, I tried to hack Gabriel’s stolen drive with Nav, and although our programs haven’t broken any of the encryption yet, they’re close. In between that, Nav taught me obscure hacking tricks, and I showed her my own innovations. 
 
    Most nights, Nav, Yumi, Astrid, and I spent time together, chatting and joking. We quickly became close and opened up to each other. Plus, Yumi seemed to love Sunny and his weird jokes.  
 
    When I was going to meet them one day, I heard Americus telling Alexander that he wanted to get closer to Nav. I was happy to hear it because I know Nav wants that too.  
 
    The rest of the time, I spent with Alexander. He treated me like a war hero for saving him. It was nice. He promised that he’d be the one saving me next time, though. We mostly talked about military tactics and strategies. Several of his ideas would have helped me win in Silent City if I’d thought of them.  
 
    We occasionally talked about more personal things. He told me how his dad taught him to shoot at six, and by seven, he was better than most boys twice his age. At ten, he was punished for shooting an apple off his friend’s hand. He thought it was unfair because he knew he wouldn’t miss. At twelve, he won an adult competition but was disqualified for shooting into the air in celebration.  
 
    I’m glad he’s calmed down a bit. I told him that Barbra offered to adopt me before everything went down and how it affected me. For whatever reason, I found it easy to open up to him.  
 
    One of the days, he surprised me when he cooked fried plantains, spicy beans, and rice to thank me officially. It was his first time cooking, and it was surprisingly good.  
 
    I pull my mind back on my task as I leap over a desk that’s tipped on its side. A laser zips by my leg. My hand and other leg hit the ground, and I roll to avoid injury.  
 
    Nav crawls over from the barrier next to mine. Her human arm is rigid at her side, temporarily paralyzed from a laser strike.  
 
    “This is cracked,” says Nav. “We haven’t even hit them yet, and three of our team are down. It’s up to us now. What should we do?” 
 
    I peek between two barriers, breathing heavily.  
 
    “We have them, Americus,” says Alexander. “Let’s move in and end this.” 
 
    “Leapfrog,” says Americus. He dashes forward with Alexander as the rest of his team lays down suppressing fire.  
 
    When Americus and Alexander are in position, they begin to fire at us. The rest of his team darts forward with military precision.   
 
    “We can’t get a shot in,” says Nav. “They’ll overwhelm us soon. Alexander is relentless.” 
 
    “We should use his aggressiveness against him,” I whisper. “Voice throw?” 
 
    She nods in excitement. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    We quickly whisper into Nav’s q-link, drop it behind our barrier, and sneak off to two separate walls on either side of our trap. I access her q-link with mine and play our recording at a normal voice level. 
 
    “They clipped my leg,” her q-link says, in her voice. “We’ll have to make a stand here.” 
 
    “No, Nav,” it says in my voice. “Come on. We’re sitting ducks here.” 
 
    “We’ve got them Americus,” says Alexander. “Let’s end this.” The sounds of his rushing footsteps approach.  
 
    “Wait,” says Americus. “Be cautious. It could be a trap.” 
 
    Alexander flies around a wall and swings his gun to the q-link lying on the floor. Bob surges up behind him. Nav and I open fire, shooting several laser blasts at both of them. They drop to the ground, paralyzed.  
 
    “Retreat, center peel,” shouts Americus. One of his team fires on our location, while the other two escape.  
 
    Nav darts around a barrier in pursuit. I let my laser rest on its strap and sprint toward them from the opposite side, determined to try something. The first time I tried it, I managed to trip and fall on my face, giving myself another bloody nose. But I’ve come a long way. 
 
    Silas retreats around a plywood wall, then freezes as he sees me. I take two quick steps, then smack his wrist and gun to tear it from his grip. His eyes widen, and he starts to turn away. I fire, and he falls to the ground with a curse. 
 
    Racer steps around the corner before he realizes what’s happening. I fire three shots into his chest. He groans and collapses next to Silas, his rifle clattering to the ground.  
 
    I sprint around the barrier to end Americus. There’s only empty air. A jolt of panic courses through me. I twist around, trying to locate him.  
 
    A clink sounds to my left behind another wall. My attention snaps to the location. I slide by my barricade, sneaking up to him. Right before the edge of the barrier, I can hear him breathing.  
 
    I zip around the wall, ready to fire. He’s not there. His q-link lays on the ground, playing breathing sounds. Hell. 
 
    A laser discharges behind me. My suit seizes, and I tumble to the ground. As I fall, I twist to see Nav on the floor next to a puffed-up Americus. I can’t believe he got me with the same trick. 
 
    “Victory for Team Americus,” says the base computer. “This brings your record to thirty-one and three.” 
 
    After a moment, my suit loosens, letting me move again.  
 
    Americus reaches down to help me up. “I saw you take Silas’ gun. Your hands are so fast. It’s uncanny. You’ve improved greatly in a short time.” 
 
    I smile at the compliment. He’s been very encouraging and motivating through our weeks of training.  
 
    Alexander bumps Americus’ fist. “Always a hero, Americus.” 
 
    The more reserved man cracks a smile. “Just remember to be more cautious.” 
 
    You thrashed us again, Dad,” says Nav.  
 
    “You almost won with that ambush. Well done.” 
 
    Nav nods, looking proud.  
 
    “There’s the boss I trained,” Alexander says to me. “I was completely surprised when you weren’t there. Nice maneuver. Then the way you stole Silas’ gun…” He whistles, shaking his head. “Very nice.” 
 
    “Keep up the good work soldiers,” Americus says to the group. “We’re a real army now. We’ll be ready if we need to strike.” 
 
    He sounds positive, but his bloodshot eyes diminish the effect. Maybe the loss of the Knights hit him harder than I realized. He’s right that we look good, though. We’re as sharp and deadly as my guild in Silent City was.  
 
    “So when is my initiation test?” I ask Alexander.  
 
    He looks at me blankly for a moment. “Ohh, I was joking about that. You’re plenty initiated.” 
 
    I shake my head with a laugh, then walk over and sit on a bench next to Sunny. 
 
    “When I watch you train, it reminds me of how unstoppable you were in Silent City,” he says.  
 
    I hope he’s right. I still feel pathetic compared to how I was in the game, but I’m certainly making progress. “Maybe you should start to train. I might need you.” 
 
    He nods gravely. “I’ll start immediately.”  
 
    “I was joking.”  
 
    “So was I,” he says, a hint of humor in his voice. 
 
    I shake my head, amused. 
 
    My q-link beeps with a triggered news alert. ‘Terrorist group known as the Knights of Christ claim responsibility for the heinous attack on Xyphotech’s Law firm, the Rogerson Group.’  
 
    Gabriel’s got some guts. First, he breaks into Xyphotech headquarters alone, and now this? I scan the article. It’s an all Evo workplace, and everyone is dead. Gabriel sure is sticking to his religious quest. 
 
    My q-link beeps again, and I expect some more news. 
 
    “Partial decryption of Xyphotech data drive,” says my q-link. 
 
    Finally. I scan through the report and gasp. “Everyone, come here. I have something.” 
 
    The Loyalists gather around me.  
 
    My nerves spike, but I ignore them. “Xyphotech has been bankrupt for half a year. They’ve been selling the Evo at a loss to increase adoption. The NIA has been bankrolling them this entire time. They’re the ones hacking the Evo, and they’re the masterminds behind the operation.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Loyalists gasp, curse, and groan, then the room erupts in angry conversations. I stagger, reeling from the turn of events. The NIA chased away my father, leading to my mom’s death and my torture in foster care. They caused my blimp hack mistake and drove Barbra insane. They’ll answer for all of it! 
 
    “My God,” says Nav, fire in her usually kind eyes. “They killed all these people for power. It’s disgusting.” 
 
    “Let’s destroy them,” shouts Silas. 
 
    Others cheer the idea. 
 
    Americus stands and raises his arms to quiet everyone. The bags under his eyes are even darker, making him look like a villain from a cartoon. He pauses for effect, and when he has everyone’s attention, he points to a hologram of a shrewd looking, white-haired man. “Director Tempton and the NIA are responsible for hundreds of thousands of deaths during their orchestrated war and coup,” says Americus, passion in his voice. “They have hijacked our government and used it to enslave us. They helped spread the Xyphotech Evo, all with the insidious plan to turn our fellow citizens into mindless puppets at the flip of a switch. We’re going to erase this menace with every weapon we have. We’re going to take back our country.” 
 
    Alexander stands and pumps his fist. The other Loyalists clap and cheer. Nav nods grimly next to me.  
 
    “Everyone, listen up,” says Alexander, standing tall and confident. His vibrant eyes seem to glow with energy.  
 
    The room quiets, and everyone turns their attention to Alexander. Americus nods for him to continue.  
 
     “I know that some of you will preach caution and patience for the NIA assault,” says Alexander. “But before you do, let me say this. The enemy’s Evo army grows by tens of thousands every day we wait. I say we devise our strategy and attack tomorrow or at most the next day.”  
 
    “I agree with Alexander,” says Nav. “We can’t let more people become slaves. This is a humanitarian disaster of epic proportions. These psychopathic scumbags need to die.” 
 
    Nav’s anger is likely boosted by the fact that she thinks they killed her husband. They’re both right in a way, but also wrong. Each day does give us more enemies, but they are spread out and not an immediate threat.  
 
    And more people will be enslaved each day, but hopefully, they’re freed after we destroy the NIA. The NIA is the real enemy and likely won’t get more powerful if we delay to gather resources, weapons, and information. They’re a mighty foe, and we’ll only get one shot at this. 
 
    “I agree with Naveha,” says Brandon. “This can’t go on any longer. We’ll win with our tank and the support of the other brigades.” 
 
    Nav gives him a warm look. 
 
    “I want revenge,” says Yumi. “They nearly killed Astrid. I also vote we attack tomorrow.” 
 
    Astrid looks from Americus to Yumi, then squeezes her hand. “We should plan and attack within two days. We’ve been training for this for years. We will succeed.”  
 
      Oh hell. This is getting out of hand. Don’t they see that if we take a little more time, we can make our attack more deadly?  
 
    “To ensure we win,” says Yumi, “we should invite Gabriel and his Knights into the attack. He has equipment that we don’t, and we’d have more troops.” 
 
    Americus’ eyebrows dip.  
 
    At least she’s thinking. It would be beneficial to have him, even though he’s reckless.  
 
    Weird Tom cuts a deck of cards with one hand and says, “I agree. He only screwed up once or twice. It would be a calculated risk.”  
 
    Americus pounds his fist, looking like he’s about to take Tom’s head off. Tom drops his cards, and they scatter on the floor.  
 
    “He’s not welcome here,” says Americus. “He’s more likely to get us killed than help.” 
 
    Weird Tom flinches back and puts his hands up. “Just a thought.”  
 
    “I agree with my father,” says Nav. “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “And doesn’t follow orders,” says Astrid. 
 
    Many of the other Loyalists speak up to agree with them. Sunny twists his head to look at each one as they speak.  
 
    Gabriel should never have killed the evolved man, and we’d all still be together.  
 
    “Does anyone have more arguments for a swift attack?” asks Americus.  
 
    We should at least get more weapons before we strike. I look around the room at all of the angry intimidating people and feel small. I open my mouth and shut it, too nervous to speak. Nav gives me a look and motions her hand for me to speak.  
 
    She’s right. This is too important to remain silent. I put my hand on Sunny’s dented head to calm myself. “Sir.” 
 
    Everyone looks at me, and Americus inclines his head for me to proceed.  
 
    I swallow. “If we spend a week gathering critical information, getting more weapons, and studying their cybersecurity, we’re much more likely to win.”  
 
    Several people nod and comment to the people next to them. Others shake their heads.  
 
    “I agree with Fae,” says Sunny. “We should secure every advantage to maximize the probability of success.” 
 
    Alexander zeros in on Americus. “You know we can do this, Boss. How many times did we plan this very attack? The NIA is an office building, not a military base. Let me lead the charge. I’ll crush them so badly it will be like they never existed.”  
 
    “Yite,” I let slip.  
 
    Alexander tilts his head. “What is that? Why do you keep saying that?” 
 
    “Just a gamer term,” I say. 
 
    Sunny steps forward. “It’s a combination of the words yeah and right. She says it when she doesn’t believe people.” 
 
    Americus chuckles. 
 
    Sunny. What the hell? I laugh nervously. “He’s confused.” 
 
    “I’ve proven doubters wrong my entire life,” says Alexander. 
 
    “You’re a dominant solider, Alexander,” says Americus. “And there’s no doubt that we’re a deadly fighting force, but we don’t know how advanced the NIA’s defenses are. They’ve proven themselves a crafty, resourceful, and powerful foe. We’re going to take time to prepare as Fae suggests. I’ll be contacting my NIA asset after our discussion to share our discovery and see what he can provide.”  
 
    “Navin would be bolder,” says Alexander.  
 
    Americus shakes his head. “Remember what he said, ‘Patience and proper planning are the keys to victory.’ He was a great leader because he didn’t rush in. You know more than most how much I hate the NIA, but this is how we have to do it.” 
 
    Hell yeah, Americus.  
 
    Alexander sits down. “I respect your decision. I’ll pay for whatever weapons you want as long as I have the money left.” 
 
    Nav and Yumi nod along, and the other Loyalists give their consent.  
 
    “I’ll update you all when I speak with my contact,” says Americus. “For now, everyone rest up.”  
 
    The Loyalists separate while Tom picks up his cards. I kneel and help him. He acknowledges me but says nothing.  
 
    I build my courage and ask, “I heard you and Sunny talking about aliens creating the ancient Egyptian religion. What do you know about the Eye of Ra?” 
 
    He stops collecting cards. “You’re interested in ancient aliens? It’s always nice to talk with another theorist.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, not wanting to burst his bubble.  
 
    “The Eye of Ra was the creator god Ra’s attack dog. There’s some evidence that aliens used some drone-like weapon to subdue dissent.” 
 
    Weird. “So you think the Egyptian gods were aliens?” 
 
    “I do, along with the serpent-like Naga described in the Hindu religion, the Anunnaki in Sumer, and the Hopi’s Ant People. Also, Krishna, Buddha, Jesus, and many others were likely aliens.”  
 
    Diablo. He sounds crazy.  
 
     Nav grabs my hand. “Mind if I borrow her?” 
 
    Tom waves a dismissal.  
 
    “Let’s go to the room. I want to talk,” she says to me.  
 
    We walk down the hall, Sunny following.  
 
    “It was good that you spoke up,” says Nav. “I wanted to attack immediately because I hate the NIA, but you’re right. Delaying makes sense.” 
 
    I’m glad she sees it my way. “Alexander is going to get us killed one day. We need to make sure to temper his brashness.”  
 
    We reach our room and sit on the bed. Sunny walks over to the corner, summons Bean, and dumps out his bag of tech to mess with.  
 
    “I want to tell you something,” says Nav.  
 
    I glance at Sunny. 
 
    “He’s fine. I never told you this, partly because it happened a couple weeks before we met in person.” 
 
    A wall of anxiety slams into me. “Yeah?” 
 
    She adjusts her headband and looks out the window. “I don’t know if you heard that news story about the NIA blimp crashing into a wedding.” She exhales long and slow. “That was my wedding. My husband, Ty, was killed that day. That’s how I lost my arm, and that’s why I detest the NIA with every fiber of my being.” 
 
    I see the blimp crashing into them, followed by screams of horror and pain. Flames burst forth like the fires of hell as Nav crawls from the wreckage, her arm a crushed mess. Warm bile rises in my throat, and I want to hide. I swallow hard. It takes everything I have to appear normal. “That’s horrible. That’s why you want revenge so much.” 
 
    She nods, her eyes flat and lifeless. “I don’t know if they targeted us because my dad was protesting or for some other reason, but I know it wasn’t an accident. I will have my revenge.” 
 
    It feels dirty and wrong to lie, but what can I do? Admit it? I want to. I want everything to be in the open and have her forgive me. She never would, though. I’d lose her as surely as she lost her husband. And the Loyalists would be much less likely to take down the NIA without me. “We’ll get them, Nav. The NIA is finished.” 
 
    “You look tough. I’ve noticed a change in you lately. You’re still shy, but every once in a while, I get a glimpse of StarFeather. You must be practicing the body language I told you about.” 
 
    Hmm. Like StarFeather. I want that, but she’s just being nice. I’m still too shy to say much at meetings and still too pathetic to tell Nav what I did. 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    The next day, Nav, Sunny, Astrid, Yumi, and I all sit on the bed in my room. Astrid’s wounds are fully healed thanks to healing patches and concussion recovery medication. At least the huge pharmaceutical company, Bioplex, is good for something. The four of us chatting on beds is a regular thing now. My initial discomfort around them and reluctance to open up is gone, and I consider them my friends. I already know more about Astrid and Yumi than most people in my entire life.  
 
    “I can’t believe you programmed all of that,” Astrid says to me. “You’re like a prodigy.” 
 
    I look down, feeling warm.  
 
    “I need an app made for my business,” she says. “I was going to hire this programmer, but I’ll hire you instead.” 
 
    Awww. “I’d love to help. I’ll do it for free.” 
 
    “You won’t find anyone better,” says Nav.  
 
    Astrid grins at us.  
 
    “You should come watch one of Astrid’s powerlifting competitions after we save the country,” says Yumi. “She’s hardcore. Tell them about your injury story.”  
 
    Astrid points to a long scar on her forearm. “I was lifting for first place when the weight slipped and broke my arm. Compound fracture,” she says with a wince. 
 
    “At least you placed second,” says Yumi, squeezing Astrid’s muscular butt. 
 
    Astrid’s eyes widen, and she pushes her hand away. “Not here,” she whispers. Then as if it didn’t happen, she says, “We should all watch one of Yumi’s performances. Her band is so good live. Tell them who you opened for.”  
 
    Yumi’s lips turn up, her eyes crinkling. “Twisted Light.” 
 
    “Wow,” says Nav. “I saw them once. I love Connor Gray. He has such a resonant voice.” 
 
    I nod excitedly, even though I haven’t heard of them. 
 
    “Your band can play at one of Astrid’s competitions,” says Sunny. “Then we can see you both at the same time. That would be more efficient.” 
 
    Yumi cracks up laughing.  
 
    “What?” asks Sunny, tilting his head. 
 
    “Oh, that wasn’t one of your jokes? Sorry,” she says, rubbing his head. “But it was funny.” 
 
    “It’s like saying she’s not worth seeing alone,” I tell him.  
 
    “Oh, I understand.”  
 
    “So, we haven’t told anyone else yet, but when the country is safe, Yumi and I decided we’re going to have a baby together,” says Astrid. 
 
    “That’s so great to hear,” says Nav.  
 
    I beam at them. “Good for you guys.” 
 
    “You’ll need sperm,” says Sunny. 
 
    Yumi explodes in laughter. Astrid chuckles, then Nav and I join in. Sunny looks between us, then shrugs. 
 
    “And I don’t want this to seem too forward,” says Yumi, “but we like your name, Fae. And because you saved Astrid, we want to name our baby after you.” 
 
    I’m floored. Hell, I never thought anything like this would happen.  
 
    Astrid pats my back. “I still can’t thank you enough. I hope this shows how much it meant to me.”  
 
    “I love it,” I say. “I hope we can all live near each other when this is over and keep doing our girl chats.” 
 
    The others agree.  
 
    “And, Nav. We’ll definitely need to start a new game then. Before this nightmare, I tested out the holographic relaunch of this old MMO called World of War…something. I can’t remember, but it seemed fun.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” says Nav. “This is the longest I’ve gone without gaming.” 
 
    “Everyone, report to the command center,” says Americus through our q-links.  
 
    We all walk out to the main room. Americus stands in front of a few people while the rest trickle in from different hallways, each involved in their own conversations.  
 
    “So you really don’t believe in heaven?” Asher asks Alexander. 
 
    Alexander shrugs. “I don’t have to worry about that stuff.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll never die.” 
 
    Asher shakes his head and pushes Alexander.  
 
    Alexander’s eyes land on mine, and he grins at me. I smile and look down. Yumi shoots me a knowing look, and Nav nudges me in the ribs.  
 
    I push back at them. “Come on. It’s nothing like that. I just respect him for teaching me how to shoot and for saving Sunny.” 
 
    “You should give it a chance. You might be pleasantly surprised,” says Astrid, sharing a look with Yumi.  
 
    I glance at Alexander again and then shake my head.  
 
    Weird Tom walks by him, shuffling three poker chips in one hand. I didn’t like Tom at first, but he’s been kind to Sunny lately. Maybe I should give him another chance.  
 
    A sharp smack on my butt makes me twist around.  
 
    “Nav! What are you doing?” 
 
    She giggles with Yumi. My face heats, and I scan the room to see if anyone noticed.  
 
    “Why did you hit her behind?” asks Sunny. 
 
    “It’s just a joke,” says Nav. “Come on, let’s stand closer.” 
 
    I roll my eyes.  
 
    “I don’t understand this one,” says Sunny. 
 
    “Trust me. It’s funny,” says Nav as we move up near Alexander.  
 
    “Is everyone here?” asks Americus. 
 
    People nod and look around. 
 
    Weird Tom scans the crowd. “Seventeen. That’s everyone.”  
 
    “Everyone, quiet down,” says Americus, his face serious. “I’ve brokered an arms deal with my black-market supplier.” 
 
    The Loyalists chat excitedly.  
 
    Americus motions his hands down to quiet the group. “The deal is for two acquisitions. The first is for a tracked drone with a surface-to-surface missile platform. It can fire two RX9 short-range missiles with point-defense countermeasures. They should have enough power to crack open the NIA’s fortress.” 
 
    Alexander grins like it’s Christmas. Astrid nods, looking determined, and Yumi beams.   
 
    “Second, we’re getting fifty Trexstar autonomous mobile machinegun turrets with armor-piercing explosive ammunition. They’re effective against infantry and light vehicles. We can use them to defend our base until we strike. With those and our troops from the other brigades, we should be able to crush the NIA’s forces.” 
 
    His raven caws in excitement. Loyalists clap and cheer, looking upbeat and hopeful. 
 
    Americus lowers his hands again. “This should be a routine exchange, but you never know with arms dealers. Everyone bring your weapons and vests. And Thomas, make sure you wear your q-link. I know you don’t like it, but it’s necessary. You got me?” 
 
    Weird Tom frowns but nods.  
 
    “Alexander and Brandon, take your anti-material snipers,” says Americus.  
 
    Alexander and Brandon glance at each other, animosity clear on their faces. 
 
    I slide over to Alexander and stand on my tiptoes to whisper, “How come Tom doesn’t like tech?” 
 
    He looks down at me as if surprised to see me there. “His mother had one of those early brain implants, the Hamalite Model Y.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Oh.” It’s strange that he likes to hang out with Sunny then. 
 
    “She’s still suffering from the brain damage,” says Alexander, shaking his head.  
 
    I glance at Tom, suddenly identifying with him. His mother went through something similar to my own. 
 
    “Zill,” says Americus to his q-link. “Bring up saved map ten.”  
 
    A holographic map stretches out in front of him. Trees sprout, and soil domes into hills. “Here’s where we make the buy. I want the snipers here,” he says, pointing to a rocky area. “Silas, you’ll drive the tank, and Yumi, I want you as the gunner. You’ve proven to be the best in the simulator.” 
 
    Yumi jumps and pumps her fist, her straight black hair bouncing. Astrid squeezes her hand with a fond smile.  
 
    “What?” asks Alexander, sounding incredulous. “Better than me?” 
 
    “You did well, Alexander, but Yumi’s accuracy and reaction times were superior.” 
 
    Alexander squints at Yumi as if he doesn’t believe it.  
 
    “We’ll project a dump truck hologram on the tank so the sellers don’t get alarmed,” says Americus. “We can put the weapons in the trailer behind the SUV. I’ll do the talking. Everyone else, stay calm, stay back, and stay ready. If I call out Gabriel, it means we’re betrayed, and we fight.” 
 
    Hell, he’s bitter.  
 
    “Alexander. I’ve grown to respect your tactical knowledge and quick thinking. If something happens to me, you’ll take charge. I’m promoting you to Field Sargent.” 
 
    Astrid bristles, looking hurt that she was passed over. 
 
    Alexander pumps his fist. “Boom. And the legend begins!” 
 
    Loyalists smile and clap for him.  
 
    “Way to go, Alexander. You deserve it,” says Yumi, patting him on the back while not realizing that Astrid is upset.  
 
    Americus sure thinks a lot of him. He has been competent in our fights, but definitely has shortcomings.   
 
    Astrid stands up tall, looking even more imposing. “Sir,” she says. “Are you sure he’s ready for this? He’s reckless.” 
 
    Alexander shrugs as if it doesn’t matter.  
 
    “I’m confident in Alexander,” says Americus. “We discuss tactics and strategy often. I’ve taught him everything I know from my time in the Marines. And he proved himself capable at Xyphotech and the distribution center.” 
 
    Astrid frowns but nods grudgingly.  
 
    “That being said. I respect you just as much, Astrid. You’ve been my Lieutenant commander for four years now—” 
 
    I yelp as someone smacks my butt. I twist to berate Nav, but Sunny’s standing behind me, his little green mouth curled into a grin. My face burns as everyone turns to look at me.  
 
    Sunny looks around at everyone, then to me. “Was that funny?” 
 
    Yumi barks out a laugh. Astrid and Nav join her but cover their mouths.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble to Americus. “Keep going.”  
 
    Americus shakes his head disapprovingly and continues, “Astrid, your organization, dedication, and leadership consistently get the job done. I have complete faith in you. If I fall, you will take charge as the base commander. You’ll make all decisions regarding missions and the future direction of the Loyalists.” 
 
    Astrid’s face lights up, and she nods with satisfaction. Yumi rubs her back and grins up at her. The other Loyalists clap and cheer for her.  
 
    Americus’ q-link beeps, and he holds up his hands for everyone to be quiet. He activates it, and holographic text appears before him. “Everyone quiet. I have several messages from my NIA asset. Zill, play the messages.” 
 
    “First message,” says his q-link. “Major, I have a contact who has critical information about the NIA and Evos that will let you end this. Let’s meet up ASAP. Second message. They’re onto me, sir. I’m going to try to escape, but if I’m caught, I’ll activate my failsafe tracker. Third message. Oh no, they’re breaking down my door! I’m erasing my contacts now. Just—” 
 
    Everyone silently looks at Americus.  
 
    Americus’ expression transforms from surprise to anger. “Damn them. We have to get him.” 
 
    “Cancelling the deal now, might cancel it forever,” says Alexander. “What information could be more important than a missile launcher? We can win with that, Boss. I know he’s your friend, but our mission is too important.” 
 
    “It’s not just that he’s my friend,” says Americus.” His information might make victory a sure thing. What if it’s a shutdown code for the NIA defenses?”  
 
    “Yeah, but Boss—” 
 
    Americus raises his hands to silence Alexander. “Before you get worked up, let me call the weapons supplier and ask.” He calls.  
 
    “You weren’t supposed to contact us for four hours,” says his supplier. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “We have an issue. I still want the weapons, but we need to delay for two days,” says Americus. 
 
    There’s a moment of silence on the other end, then the supplier says, “Unacceptable.” 
 
    Americus growls. “Something came up beyond my control, but you have weapons to sell, and I have money. Do you want it or not?” 
 
    The man on the line confers with someone, arguing back and forth. 
 
    Americus’ face gets harder as the minutes pass.  
 
    “Fine. Two days. Don’t mess this up again,” says the supplier. 
 
    Americus hangs up, and Alexander looks satisfied. 
 
    “Alexander, come with me. We’re going to plan the rescue. Everyone be ready. I’m not sure who I’m going to need yet. We leave in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    After they finish planning the mission, we begin to gear up.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I say to Sunny. At least I hope I will be. Of course, Americus asked me to supplement Nav on hacking duties. “Americus wants you here with Silas, Bob, and the others.”  
 
    “But you said I could come to protect you.” 
 
    “I said, I’d think about it, but we can’t go against Americus’ orders.” 
 
    “Make sure you’re careful.” Sunny lowers his head and walks away.  
 
    “I will. I’ll see you soon.” His look saddens me, but what can I do? I walk to the staging area and pick up a spider-silk vest. 
 
    “Let me get that,” says Alexander as he takes it from me. He puts it over my head and helps me strap it on. “You’re too important to die,” he says with a wink.  
 
    Brandon helps Nav next to me. “And you’re too beautiful.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” she says, touching his arm.  
 
    Nav deserves happiness after losing Ty, but I hope she’s careful if she decides to pursue Brandon, and he had better not cheat on her. At least she’ll have her vest on correctly. I look for Sunny to make sure he’s okay, but he must have left for the room.   
 
    We all pile into three SUVs and head out. We drive through town in the middle of the overcast day, our military SUVs cloaked. Since we’re under martial law, there are checkpoints in and out of town, but fortunately, the prison is in town. The streets are so quiet that it’s eerie after the riots and gunshots.  
 
    It’s not long before we arrive at the parking area. 
 
    “Tom, Tamera, and Racer,” says Americus. “Stay with the SUVs and use your tactical glasses to watch us and the surrounding area. Everyone else, follow me.” 
 
    We pour out of the SUVs. 
 
    Even though the others are cloaked, I modified the program so we can see each other through the glasses.  
 
    We jog forward, and shortly after, arrive at the outskirts of the complex. The rescue team heads to one side, and Asher, Yumi, Astrid, Americus, Alexander, and I head to the other side.  
 
    Even though I’m sweating, a chill passes through me as I see turrets rotate on rooftops and armored guards patrolling. I wish I didn’t have to face this danger, but I’m glad I’m here for Nav.  
 
    Once we get within range, I signal to Americus. He holds up his hand for everyone to stop behind the cover of a building. We’re a hundred feet from the guards now, and they’re completely unaware of our presence.  
 
    “Chim, access the turret grid system,” I say. 
 
    The code appears before me, and I laugh. It’s the same firewall as the prison that I escaped from. 
 
    Americus puts a finger to his lips.   
 
    Oops. I begin the hack. My hand flows with motion, my amethyst bracelet twinkling in the sun. As long as I don’t have to turn the guns to our side, it should be easy.  
 
    It’s not long before I break into the auxiliary systems. Rather than shutting the guns down completely, I go the easier route of disabling the firing mechanisms.  
 
    “It’s done, Americus,” I whisper. “Nav, let’s hack—”  
 
    “What’s that?” asks one of the guards. “It’s cloaked, but something is here.” 
 
    I freeze, my eyes widening. Did he see us? 
 
    “From its heat signature, it looks like some kind of small robot,” says another guard. 
 
    “Is that a…it couldn’t be. Yeah, it’s a Foster Buddy,” says a third.  
 
    I twist around and switch my glasses to infrared. Sunny is running over to us.  
 
    What the hell? He must have hidden in the back of one of the SUVs. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. The warden said to shoot any robots or people on sight,” says another guard. 
 
    Oh no.  
 
    Alexander leans out with his silenced sniper rifle, and with two pulls of the trigger, both guards drop.  
 
    The pop wasn’t too loud. Maybe no one will notice… 
 
    The other guards dive behind cover. “There’s more of them,” says one.  
 
    “Damn,” says Americus. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    He’s trying to protect me. Why can’t he just listen for once? 
 
    The guards aim their rifles at Sunny.  
 
    My eyes widen in horror. I don’t know what to do. If I run out, I’ll be killed. If I don’t, Sunny will die.  
 
    Yumi squeezes Astrid’s hand, then darts toward Sunny. 
 
    “No, Yumi,” shouts Astrid.  
 
    Gunshots sound, but the bullets miss her. She scoops Sunny up, whirls around, and sprints back, still quick, but slower since she’s holding him.  
 
    Another shot misses. She’s fifteen feet from us and running hard.  
 
    “Get her,” yells a guard.  
 
    Bang, bang. Another two shots somehow miss.  
 
    She’s ten feet away now. Alexander steps out from behind the building, and just like the day he first saved me, he fires smoothly and quickly.  
 
    Men who only have inches of their bodies exposed drop one after another. Some pull back behind cover, while others keep shooting.  
 
    Nav leans out with her huge cannon-pistol and fires at a guard about to shoot Yumi. The guard’s head explodes, spraying blood on those near him. Yumi pounds forward, five strides away now.  
 
    My heart slams into my ribcage, desperate for her to make it. I want to help, but fear paralyzes me.  
 
    More guards burst out of the prison and open fire. 
 
    Astrid bolts from behind cover to guard Yumi. She raises her AK710 and lets out a stream of bullets.  
 
    Yumi is two steps from safety. She’s going to make it. 
 
    Several guards open fire on Astrid. She jerks back and collapses on the ground. She clutches her neck as blood spurts between her fingers. 
 
    Asher stares at her, looking horrified.  
 
    Yumi twists and drops Sunny. He clatters to the ground and rolls to my feet. She rips a med-kit out of our supply pack and sprints back out to Astrid. Bullets continue to fly around her.  
 
    “Yumi, no,” shouts Americus. “Let me.” He starts after her just as Yumi kneels at Astrid’s side.  
 
    Yumi twists to glare at Sunny. “She’s dead. This is your fault!” 
 
    I stare at her, blinking and dazed. The look of pain and fury in her eyes is enough to melt his metal body.  
 
    “I didn’t think I’d be detected,” says Sunny. “My new infrared shielding failed.” 
 
    Yumi ignores him as she jumps up and rips out her sidearm to fire rounds into the guards while screaming. Alexander, Asher, and Nav lean out and fire to cover them. Just as Americus reaches Yumi’s side, another gunshot rings out.  
 
    What must be an armor-piercing round strikes Yumi’s chest and rips out the back. Americus gasps, but he keeps his head and carries her back behind the building. He rips open her shirt to give her medical attention.  
 
    She groans as blood pools underneath her. She twists toward me, her gaze like razor wire. “This is on you,” she says, then falls limp.  
 
    Americus is shouting next to me.  
 
    I can’t even register what he’s saying. It’s happening again. Everything is unraveling.  
 
    Someone grabs my arm, and I twist to look. 
 
    Nav. “StarFeather, take over the turrets!” 
 
    I jerk myself back to the present, and as if I’m back in Silent City, everything slows and snaps into focus. It’s up to me. “Chim, access the turrets.” 
 
    “Naveha, open the prison door and Gerald’s cell,” commands Americus. “No, make it every cell. It will sow confusion. Everyone else, stay back. Extraction team, bring the SUVs over, now!” 
 
    I manipulate the code floating before me like a woman possessed. Taking over the turrets is much more complicated, and I have no idea if I can do it before the drones come and kill us. If I’m going to be the greatest hacker, it needs to start now.  
 
    The hum of Trexstar Defense Drones buzz in the distance, and guards shout as they approach.  
 
    Anxiety twists my stomach. While I alter the code, a carousel of my past failures spins in my mind. Maybe I’m not good enough.  
 
    I glance over at Nav, who taps her foot nervously as she works on cracking the prison doors. I push aside my worries as best I can and increase my programming speed.  
 
    A group of guards bursts around the corner. 
 
    Before anyone can react, Asher leaps at them, holding his nunchucks. The guards move to shoot him, but he whirls around, smacking guns from their hands or clobbering their faces. Seconds later, all six guards are on the ground.  
 
    Asher jogs back to Americus. “They’ll be out for hours, sir. My nunchucks have micro-needles that inject a tranquilizer on command.” 
 
    He really is a ninja. Suddenly his choice of weapons doesn’t seem so ridiculous.  
 
    The swarm of triangular drones zooms toward us, and I race back to my hacking.  
 
    “Fae,” shouts Americus. “The drones are almost here. Can you do this?” 
 
    I ignore him, hacking as quickly as I can.  
 
    “Everyone, get ready to shoot,” orders Americus.  
 
    The first few drones close in and fire their cannons, hitting the street in front of us. I flinch back, even as I execute my control program.  
 
    My turrets wheel on the drones and fire. Six of the attack craft explode in the first salvo. The others maneuver to evade the lasers and return fire.  
 
    That will buy us time.  
 
    Americus stares at the destruction and nods to me with grim satisfaction. He then eyes Sunny, a cold expression on his face.  
 
    Why didn’t you just stay home, Sunny?  
 
    “The prison door and cells are open,” shouts Nav. 
 
    “Rescue team, get Gerald, now,” yells Americus into his q-link. “Extraction team, pick us up at location A.” 
 
    One of my turrets explodes in flames and black smoke.  
 
    A guard in the distance shouts into his q-link, “We need special forces here now. It’s them.” 
 
    Nav pulls my arm. “We have to go.” 
 
    Goodbye Yumi, Astrid. I’m so sorry. I run after Nav, Sunny following me.  
 
    Our three open-air SUVs speed up to us, then stop in a cloud of dust. Asher, Nav, Americus, Alexander, and I jump inside the one Tom is driving. Sunny stands at my feet.  
 
    “We can’t abandon Yumi and Astrid’s bodies,” says Tom, who must have seen what happened from the SUV.  
 
    “It kills me, Thomas, but we have no choice. Now, drive!” orders Americus.  
 
    The full-bearded man grimaces but slams on the accelerator.  
 
    “We have Gerald, and we’re on our way to the pick-up location,” says the rescue team through Americus’ q-link. “Gerald is unhurt, and they didn’t install the Evo or other tech.” 
 
    Our SUVs tear over to the side of the prison, and the rescue team sprints toward us. One of them is limping, and someone else holds his arm, blood dripping through his fingers. The group reaches the SUVs and climbs inside.  
 
    Lasers flash in the sky, frying the last few drones, but a huge swarm of new drones appears in the distance, like a black storm cloud, looking to drench us in blood.  
 
    “Go,” shouts Americus.  
 
    Our tires squeal as we peel out. The acrid smell of burning rubber makes me wrinkle my nose. Our SUVs cloak, and we whip around the street to our left.  
 
    “I’m masking our electronic signals,” says Americus. “We should be good now.” 
 
    That was close. I twist to watch the drones turn away after losing their targets.  
 
    Instead, they veer sharply toward us. 
 
    “Damn! They must have been updated with infrared,” says Americus.  
 
    We speed down mostly empty streets and whip around a rusty car. I look back, feeling sick. The black cloud of drones is larger now. There are so many of them that they dim the sun.  
 
    “Activate your hearing protection,” says Alexander. “Let’s take them.” 
 
    He raises his sniper rifle and Americus, Nav, and Asher all unload their guns at the swarm. I rip out my Torg and shoot until it clicks. About forty drones plummet to the ground, but there are still hundreds.  
 
    “I’m empty,” says Alexander.  
 
    “Me too,” say the others.  
 
    “Fae, Naveha,” says Americus, “Can you hack them?” 
 
    Nav shrugs, wide-eyed. “I could probably hack one or two before they kill us.” She looks at me, hope in her eyes.  
 
    “If you can’t do something, Fae. We’re all dead,” growls Americus. 
 
    “In Navin’s name, please help us,” says Tom.   
 
    Adrenaline pumps through my body, and the world seems to close in around me.  
 
    Sunny waves at me. “Give me the ability to network, and I can help.”  
 
    Tom’s eyes widen at Sunny.  
 
    The wind whips around my curls. “I can do it,” I say, “I just need time.” 
 
    “I can temporarily block their infrared,” says Americus. “It’s the best I can do. Zill,” he says to his q-link. “Release the hot gas.” 
 
    Two vents open in the back of the SUV and pump out some type of gas. We tear around a corner, and the swarm slows as it tries to find us.  
 
    The last time I hacked drones blinks into my mind. I came up with the idea of networking them and hacking them all at once. Nav and I made a test program afterward. Will it work? 
 
    “Chim, engage my network program. Target the lead drone.” I squeeze my wrist as the seconds pass.  
 
    “Failure,” says my q-link. 
 
    I instantly begin updating my program, but the drones are on our trail again and picking up speed.  
 
    An image of blood spurting from Astrid’s neck distracts me.  
 
    I try to focus, but as I glance up at the closing drones, I lose it. Their cybersecurity is just too good for how much time I have. This is it. We’ll be murdered just like Astrid and Yumi were. I sure wish I had the Evo’s hacking speed.  
 
    “What’s happening?” asks Americus. “Can you do it?” 
 
    I’m about to say no when something catches my eye. It’s a charging tower. My hacking idea, from what seems like long ago, pops into my mind. I’ll only have a minute before the drones are out of the tower’s range, but it should be much simpler to hack than the military-grade security of the drones.  
 
    I target the tower and fire off verbal commands as fast as I can.  
 
    Forty seconds left…thirty. I picture our burned and mangled corpses on the street. No. I force the gory images away and continue to hack.  
 
    Twenty seconds…fifteen. I crash through the tower’s firewall, boost the power, and target the drones. “There. I got it!” 
 
    Everyone except Tom focuses on the drone swarm.  
 
    Nothing happens.  
 
    My stomach sinks, and dread grips me. Impossible.  
 
    Suddenly, scores of drones tumble to the ground, smoking as their batteries overheat.  
 
    “Legendary,” says Alexander. “I knew it.” 
 
    Americus shakes his head, amazement plain on his face. Asher’s eyebrows are raised as he watches the fiery explosions.  
 
    “Thank Navin,” says Tom as he wipes sweat off his forehead.  
 
    I want to beam at the praise, but Yumi and Astrid’s deaths drag me into oblivion. Sunny must feel the same way. His usually bright eyes are now a dull green.  
 
    We speed away, the other two SUVs in front. I turn to watch the remaining drones crash, letting myself relax a bit.  
 
    A hundred or so of them abruptly veer upward, soaring higher before their batteries overheat. Once the drones are out of the tower’s range, they zip back toward us.  
 
    Americus stares in disbelief. Tom prays to Navin even more franticly. Horror seizes me as I desperately try to think of a solution. Conscious thought eludes me, though, and all I can do is watch the swarm and shake. That’s it then, I failed to redeem myself to you, Nav. I’m sorry.  
 
    She must see my dread because she hugs me and says, “It’s okay. If we have to die here, at least you’ll see your mother, and I’ll see Ty.” 
 
    Americus grabs me and yells, “We can’t let the NIA get away with this. Can you do anything else, Fae?” 
 
    It increases my panic and makes it even harder to think. What else could I do? There’s no way I can network them in time.  
 
    We zoom around another corner, but the drones follow even closer. They open fire, and a spray of bullets tears up the street just before our SUV.  
 
    Sunny clamps down on my arm, ripping me from my paralysis. “Fae remember what you did at the final battle in Silent City.” 
 
    He’s right! “Americus, do you have infrared blankets?” 
 
    “Yes. What do we do?”  
 
    “Hurry. Pump the infrared blocking gas again,” I say. “And get the blankets ready.”  
 
    He does, giving me a moment to explain the plan. We peel around another corner, and he tells the other SUVs what to do. Americus programs the vehicles to keep driving, and we slow down enough to leap out.  
 
    I hit the ground with a thump and roll to a stop. Nav crashes into me, and the others stop nearby. We pull the infrared blankets over us and shut down our q-links. I hold Sunny close as he enters sleep mode.  
 
    The drones turn the corner and angle toward us, closing in. 
 
    If I miscalculated, bullets will shred us in moments. I hold my breath, filled with tension, and Nav grips my hand just like the last time we faced death by drone. Long seconds pass as we wait.  
 
    The swarm passes us by, following the SUVs. The ruse worked. 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I let out my breath and slump forward, exhausted from the ordeal.  
 
    Nav squeezes my hand. “Wow. You are StarFeather.” 
 
    I nod at the compliment, some of my energy returning. At least I’ll have a second chance to make things up to her.  
 
    Americus clenches his fist and jaw. “Director Tempton and the NIA will pay for our losses. We’ll show no mercy.” 
 
    “Yeah, Boss,” says Alexander.  
 
    “Zill,” says Americus. “Contact the base and have them send more SUVs to pick us up.” 
 
    Shortly after, we drive back to the base. I shiver as cooler wind blows through my hair. The overcast sky is darker than before, just like our lives. We ride back in silence, Americus’ face hard. Alexander’s gaze is fixed on the ground. Nav holds her head in her hands.  
 
    We’re rattled by the attack but crushed by Yumi and Astrid’s deaths. Everyone in my life dies. Who’s next? Alexander? Americus? Nav? We need to end this before that happens.  
 
    We had a reasonable plan, and it probably would have worked if not for Sunny blowing our cover. Diablo Sunny, now everyone is going to hate you. I should have run out for him, but fear got the better of me. Yumi, who just started to connect with Sunny, risked her life and saved him. I’ll always feel grateful…and guilty. At least we got the asset. Let’s hope this information is worth it.  
 
    Tom looks at Sunny, his expression hidden behind his beard. I wonder what he’s thinking. They’ve spent a lot of time together, so I imagine he feels bad for him.  
 
    We reach our base with no more drone sightings.  
 
    “We’ll have a service tonight for Yumi and Astrid,” says Americus, his fist balled.  
 
    The gate grinds open, and soon, we’ll have to tell Bob, Silas, and the others. 
 
    We drag ourselves from the SUVs, silence still weighing heavy in the air. Gerald steps in front of me, unaware of what he cost. By the look of his office-worker body, and knowing that he served under Americus, I’d say he must be about fifty. He’s aged well, though with minimal wrinkles and sun damage. Must be the office life.  
 
    I know that the Loyalists scanned him for the Evo, face-shift tech, trackers, and other technology, but I scan him again just to make sure. Someone was trying to capture us at the distribution center, after all.  
 
    He’s clear. I let my shoulders relax.  
 
    Americus pulls the man into a hug. They pat each other’s backs, then pull away.  
 
    “Good to see you, Major,” says Gerald. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see daylight again after they took me.” 
 
    “We’re second to none,” says Americus. “Do you think I’d let anyone take one of my men?”  
 
    “No, sir. I counted on you just like when you saved my butt during the peace-keeping mission in West Papua.” 
 
    Americus motions his arm toward Nav. “Remember my daughter, Naveha?” 
 
    “As I live and breathe. I haven’t seen you since you were four feet tall,” says Gerald. 
 
    “What has it been? Twenty, twenty-one years?” asks Americus.  
 
    “Must be. I remember you following your father around, and hanging on his every word,” Gerald says to Nav, then turns to Americus. “She adored you. You guys must be so close now.” 
 
    Nav shrugs. “Yeah, kind of.”  
 
    Americus clears his throat awkwardly. “Let me introduce you to some of the others, Gerald.”  
 
    Nav pulls me over to a corner in the main hall. “I can’t believe they’re gone, Fae.”  
 
    A wave of intense guilt passes through me. I stayed because I owed Nav, but now, I’m responsible for this. The look of horror and betrayal that Yumi gave Sunny and me will never leave my mind. I glance over at Sunny.  
 
    He stands against a wall, staring at the ground. 
 
    Nav lowers her head into her hands. “This is so sad. They were happy together, but it’s over now. Damn the NIA.” 
 
    “It’s horrible.” Cracks snap and weaken my resolve as more weight piles onto my shoulders.  
 
    Nav stares off for a moment, sadness plain on her face. 
 
    “Fae,” Sunny yells, alarm in his voice.  
 
    I whip around, my hair flying. Tom holds Sunny, his one arm wrapped around him and his other holding a gun to his head. I run over, whip out my Torg, and aim it at Tom’s face.  
 
    Americus raises a hand for me to hold. “What are you doing, Thomas?” 
 
    “What needs to be done,” says Tom. “He defied your orders and got Yumi and Astrid killed.” 
 
    Americus lowers his eyebrows. “That’s not how we deal with broken orders.” 
 
    “Listen to me, sir,” pleads Tom. “I’ve been studying his intelligence through questions and games of strategy. Besides this latest mistake, he’s too smart and getting smarter. He could destroy the world if he gets on the mesh. You heard him during our escape. He wanted to network.” 
 
    Oh hell no. You underhanded weasel. How dare you betray him like this? Adrenaline pumps through my body, and my arm trembles.  
 
    This is what Americus was worried about, an intelligent AI obliterating humanity. Sunny is different, though. He has to see that. I know that Sunny could shock Tom and escape his grip, but that would validate their fears. We need Americus to believe in Sunny, or all hell will break loose.  
 
    Alexander sneaks up behind Tom, looking like he’s about to grab the gun.  
 
    I put up a finger, wanting to see if Americus will side with us or not. Americus’ face is unreadable. Could he condone this? Sunny did disobey orders and caused the deaths of two people.  
 
    Tom’s finger tightens on the trigger, and I don’t doubt he’ll pull it with the go-ahead. Anyone who can pretend to be someone’s friend, then hold a gun to his head has no empathy.  
 
    “Put it down, Thomas,” says Americus, finally making his decision. “I already told you, he’s a part of the team. I’ll address this with him.” 
 
    Weird Tom grimaces and looks around for support. No one dares to defy Americus. “You’re all fools. He’ll be the end of us, and it’s her fault,” he says as he swings his gun toward me. “I’m going to end this.” 
 
    Alexander steps in and smacks Tom’s gun upward. The gun fires and hits the ceiling.  
 
    Tom drops Sunny and twists to strike Alexander with his pistol. Alexander ducks as Americus grabs Tom from behind. Tom struggles for a moment, but the lanky man is no match for Americus’ strength.  
 
    Americus rips the gun from his hand and pushes him away. “I told you no, Thomas!”  
 
    Tom lowers his head. “I was trying to save humanity.” 
 
    “You defied my direct order. You’re banished.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes widen, then his shoulders slump.  
 
    “Brandon, get him out of here,” orders Americus. 
 
    Brandon grabs Tom’s arm and pulls him toward the exit.  
 
    “I got you, Sunshine,” says Alexander as he helps him up.  
 
    I glare at Tom. He glances back and meets my eyes, pure hate in his. My hand tightens around my gun.  
 
    Americus steps in front of me and scowls down at Sunny. “If you want to be a part of this group, you will follow orders. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” says Sunny, his little mouth pulling into a frown.  
 
    “Fae saved our lives today, but your actions led to Yumi and Astrid’s deaths. Do you even care?”  
 
    Sunny’s frown deepens. “I do. They were my friends.” 
 
    “This is the last time. If either of you defies my orders, you’ll both be banished too.”  
 
    “He thought we might need help,” I say. “We did at Xyphotech. He also reminded me how to escape the drones.” 
 
    Americus wheels on me, looking like flames will burst from his eyes. “I don’t want to hear anything out of you. You said he’d follow orders. It’s your fault they’re dead. If you didn’t pull off that miracle, you’d be gone.” 
 
    It feels like every time my foster demons yelled at me.  
 
    “Enough, Dad,” says Nav.  
 
    He stares at her, his eyes cold, then waves a hand in her face. “Bah.” He storms off. 
 
    Sunny walks over to me, his face lowered.  
 
    I rub his dented head. “I’m sorry, Sunny. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “I did. It’s my fault they’re dead,” he says, his voice muted and monotone. “I thought they might drain your batteries again, and you’d need me to beam you power. My new infrared shielding malfunctioned, though. Everyone must hate me.” 
 
    Nav kneels next to him. “It was an accident. Yes, it was terrible, but I don’t hate you.”  
 
    “I thought Thomas was my friend,” says Sunny. “We spent a lot of time together.” 
 
    “Humans can be deceitful,” I say, knowing all too well. 
 
    “You can trust me, Boss,” Alexander says to Sunny, holding out his fists.  
 
    Sunny bumps it. “Thank you, Boss.” 
 
    I nearly smile at that, but the mood is too sour.  
 
    “You can trust me too, Sunny,” says Nav. “Tom is a scumbag for doing that.” 
 
    “So what do you think about Americus’ old army buddy?” asks Alexander. “Doesn’t look like much, does he?”  
 
    He sure doesn’t, but we don’t need warriors, just information.  
 
    “Gerald, here’s a q-link,” says Americus. “Get in touch with your contact and get us the information.” 
 
    Gerald puts in an earpiece and makes the call. “Are you serious? That’s not what you said before…. Fine. I’ll ask. He’s requesting payment for the info, sir.”  
 
    Americus growls. “How much?” 
 
    Gerald rubs his cheek and shakes his head. “Ten million.”  
 
    Americus smacks a wall. “Bah! This is extortion. We’re trying to save the country, and this person is trying to bleed us.”  
 
    “It’s ridiculous,” says Gerald, “but I don’t know what else to do. I’d say we could abduct him, but I don’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Alexander?” asks Americus.  
 
    “I only have two million left. Besides, that was for the weapons.” 
 
    Gerald holds up a finger while he calls back. “He’ll do it.” 
 
    Alexander is shaking his head. “Boss, there’s no way this is worth it. Machinegun turrets and a missile launcher for words. Navin would never have made this trade. He said information isn’t a substitute for weapons. Or something like that.” 
 
    Americus rubs his head and sighs. “He said, ‘The right information is worth a thousand guns.’ He would have made the trade if the information was worth it.”  
 
    “But how do we know it’s worth it?” asks Alexander.  
 
    “I’m with Alexander on this one,” says Asher. “Our base will be vulnerable without the turrets, and the missile launcher would be a huge benefit.” 
 
    “Let me try something,” says Gerald. He calls a third time and talks for a few minutes. “He’s agreed to execute a smart contract that will tell us the general information without the details. When we pay, it will execute the contract and send us the rest of the info.” 
 
    “Do it,” says Americus.  
 
    Gerald rubs his forehead and calls back. “Here it is. President Toscano and Vice President Garza are alive and are being held captive in a secret prison. They both have access to a biometric kill-switch at a secret facility that can permanently disable all Evos.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    ∙ IT ENDS NOW ∙ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wow,” says Nav. “That would be amazing. Think of how much suffering we could prevent.” 
 
    Alexander narrows his eyes at her. 
 
    Nav is right. We’d immediately take everyone out of the NIA’s control. The NIA would still have to be destroyed, but the military could do that. 
 
    “But what if it’s a lie?” asks Alexander. “I’m sure we could destroy the NIA with the new weapons. We don’t know if this information is credible.” 
 
    “The intelligence is trustworthy,” says Gerald. “I have multiple sources backing up my contact.” 
 
    Americus rests a hand on Alexander’s shoulder. “Besides, what about all the people with the Evo? If they kill the president while we’re destroying the NIA and even one operative escapes, who can hack the Evo, we’ll be sacrificing a third of our population.” 
 
    He has a point there.  
 
    Alexander’s eyes flare. “But—”  
 
    Nav steps between Alexander and Americus. “He’s right, Alexander. We can’t abandon so many people. That’s just wrong.” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes go flat, and he sighs. “If you think this is the way Americus, I’ll transfer the money.” 
 
    “Can’t win all the time, Alexander,” says Brandon.  
 
    Alexander looks like he’ll snap back but instead wanders away, deflated. 
 
    I hate to see him feeling this way. Even though he’s a bit much when he promises heroic feats, he’s been a valuable asset. And maybe he’s right. Obviously, the kill-switch sounds like a better solution, but it almost seems too easy. Sure, it’s possible, but why would the NIA keep the president and VP alive? Maybe for further legitimacy or something? And if you are keeping them alive, why not put the Evo in them?  
 
    I want to bring this up, but how could I after Americus thrashed me over Yumi and Astrid’s deaths? He must know what he’s doing anyway. 
 
    I look at Gerald as he rubs his chin with a grimace. Something about him creeps me out, but then so do most guys. He must be fine, though. He’s Americus’ old Army buddy. 
 
    “Execute the contract, Gerald,” says Americus. “As soon as you get the information, meet me in my office. Fae, Alexander, and Naveha, join us.” 
 
    Alexander looks at him and hesitates.  
 
    “I can’t do this without you, Alexander.”  
 
    Alexander lifts his chin and nods. We gather around Americus’ desk, and Gerald joins us a moment later.  
 
    “Here’s the report,” says Gerald. “There’s an infiltrated asset inside the president’s prison. He can deliver uniforms and entry cards for me and two others in about an hour.” 
 
    “We should just storm the compound in full force,” says Alexander. “We can’t lose with the tank. The most they’ll have defending the place are turrets and Defense Drones. I doubt they have Liberator Drones.” 
 
    We’ll probably kill the president in the process, though.  
 
    “We can’t risk setting off an alarm this time,” says Americus. “They could just kill the president, and this would be over.” 
 
    That too.  
 
    Alexander frowns but nods. “I’ll go then. This is a perfect mission for you and me. Two secret agents infiltrating an enemy compound.” 
 
    Gerald clears his throat. “I would suggest you bring a hacker if you have one. It would be invaluable.”  
 
    Oh hell.  
 
    Alexander scowls. “No, Americus. Don’t listen to him.” 
 
    “You’re right, Gerald,” Americus says, ignoring Alexander. “Fae, will you go on this mission with me?” 
 
    My stomach turns at the thought of going on another risky mission.  
 
    “Let me go instead,” says Nav. “I don’t want to put Fae in danger.” 
 
    “No. I’ll go,” I say, feeling even sicker. As much as I don’t like it, I can’t let her do this for me after what I did to her.  
 
    “Let me go with her then,” says Alexander, sounding hopeful.  
 
    Americus rubs his beard while gazing off into the distance. He focuses again and shakes his head. “It has to be me.” 
 
    Alexander sighs. “Americus, come on. It’s me. You’ve seen what I can do.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve made up my mind.” 
 
    Alexander throws up his hands. “And what do we do if the kill-switch doesn’t work?” 
 
    “It will work,” says Americus.  
 
    Alexander frowns and nods, although I’m not sure if it’s from agreement or resignation.  
 
    “What do you think about the plans your contact sent?” Americus asks Gerald.  
 
    “It looks thorough to me, sir. Our entry cards will get us through a rear door, and my contact sent the code for the cell they’re held in.” 
 
    I wonder who his contact is and why Americus doesn’t ask. 
 
    “He has also provided pictures and voice signatures of three guards that we can mimic with face-shift holograms and voice mimicking programs,” says Gerald. “We shouldn’t even have to kill anyone.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” says Americus, “but we’ll be ready to.” 
 
    “That reminds me of your old joke,” says Gerald. “What was it? Join the Marines, meet interesting people, then kill them.” 
 
    Americus chuckles. “That was it.” 
 
    “You used to have such a dark sense of humor,” says Gerald.  
 
    Americus grunts. “Don’t have much of one at all now. Send all the data to Alexander and me. I want to review everything.” 
 
    Gerald gives them the code to access the documents. 
 
    Americus reviews them, nodding as he does so. “What do you think, Alexander?” 
 
    Alexander studies the plan. “It looks sound, Boss. Just make sure you bring enough weapons.” 
 
    “Zill, show me the location on the map,” says Americus. 
 
    A holographic map projects from Americus’ q-link. An indicator blinks about twenty miles outside of town. 
 
    “What about the military checkpoints and drone surveillance of the town’s border?” asks Americus. 
 
    “We have a tunnel,” says Gerald.  
 
    Americus nods. “And transportation once we’re out?” 
 
    “I have another contact that will leave us a cloaked car past the checkpoint.” 
 
    I know that Gerald was a high-level employee at the NIA, but how did he get this info? I also wonder who this other contact is. We should really check them out too.  
 
    I look up at Americus, knowing I should say something, but his unforgiving eyes and the deep lines between his eyebrows keep me silent.  
 
    “We can’t afford to screw this one up, Fae,” says Americus. “Sunny must stay back.”  
 
    I suddenly feel even smaller. “He will.” 
 
    Americus grunts. “I’m serious. Make sure he does. We’ll bring nine-millimeters with suppressors and wear vests under our clothes. Each of us will have a battery pack and two q-links to cloak with if things go wrong. We’ll leave half an hour after we get our uniforms and cards. Gerald, get us the supplies.” 
 
    I groan inwardly. That’s so soon. I’m still reeling from our last encounter, my nerves crumbling like an outdated firewall.  
 
    I touch the chain around my neck that Americus gave me. It holds a small glass vial, containing our former prisoner’s Evo. Even though I’d never install it, I had Sunny remove the brain shredding barbs.  
 
    It’s crazy how something so tiny can have such a huge impact. The exponential speed would make me a hacking god. Of course, I’d just as likely be turned into a puppet.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Not long after, I leave for Alexander’s room.  
 
    “Astrid and Yumi, Mom,” he says. “I’m not sure if I can do this anymore.”  
 
    I stop at the doorway to listen. The smell of gun solvent drifts around me, familiar and welcoming. It’s not that it smells nice. It just reminds me of Alexander.  
 
    “You’re a Fiore, a natural hero. You have the blood of kings, Alexander. I don’t ever want to hear you doubt yourself again. Just keep reading the book I recommended.” 
 
    Natural hero…blood of kings…now it all makes sense. I can’t believe he doubts himself, though. He always seems supremely confident.  
 
    “Sorry, Mom. You’re right. I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you.” 
 
    Awww. That’s sweet.  
 
    “Love you, Son. Make me proud.” 
 
    I wait a second and then enter the doorway.  
 
    Alexander lounges back in his bed, propped against pillows and rotates his dad’s gold medal. “Oh hey, Sprite.” 
 
    I sit on the end of his bed. “I’m worried about this rescue.” 
 
    “I can see why. You won’t have me to watch your back,” he says, his usual grin returning.  
 
    “You’re right,” I say, wanting him to be like he usually is. “Will you help me make some extra tactical plans?” 
 
    He sits up and puts his medal in his pocket, his lips stretching into a giant smile. “Commander Luna, you’re back. Finally, we plan our first mission together.” 
 
    His smile is infectious, and I turn away. He’s such a goofball.  
 
    “Should we get Americus?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’d rather it just be us. We can fill him in after.” 
 
    “Alright, Boss. What are you thinking? It can’t be too bulky, or it will give you away.” 
 
    I’m nodding. “Right. But something that would help me escape if things go wrong.” 
 
    “Flashbang grenades always come in handy,” he says. “It’s much easier to escape a bunch of blind, dazed people.” 
 
    He’s right. I used to use them in Silent City when breaching a room. “What about sonic nauseators?” 
 
    His face screws up. “What’s that?” 
 
    Too bad I didn’t have Sunny make some earlier. “Nothing. Do you have dazzlers? Those lasers that blind people? Those are helpful too.”  
 
    Alexander purses his lips, the scar on his cheek moving with the motion. “I wish. If Americus wasn’t spending all of my money on words, we could get some.” 
 
    I wonder about his scar again. I’m not sure if I should ask, but I go for it anyway. “Sorry if this is rude, but where’d you get that scar on your face?” 
 
    He touches his cheek and smiles. “I can’t believe I didn’t tell you. We were at a Xyphotech protest a couple of years ago, and I jumped in front of a baton strike for Americus. He still gives me props for it.” 
 
    Maybe that’s why he always fist-bumps back. “How come you didn’t get it fixed?” 
 
    “No way. Every time I look at it, I get reminded of what a boss I am.”  
 
    I chuckle.  
 
    “Where’d you get that burn scar on your wrist?” 
 
    I cross my arms. “It’s nothing…but I just had this great idea. The lasers that generate the holograms from my q-link would be able to create a dazzler effect. I’d just have to build the program and disengage the safety mechanisms.” It would drain my battery like crazy, though.  
 
    “That’s smart. You sure have a mind on you.” 
 
    I look away with a smile. 
 
    “You should take smoke grenades too. That’s a third great way to escape. You’ll just have to wear those glasses that Americus has to see through the smoke. They probably have them too, but you’ll have time while they switch modes. What weapons are you going to take?” 
 
    “The Torg since it’s easy to conceal, but I can still have high capacity magazines.” 
 
    “Right, right,” he says, nodding. “What about that amazing trick when you took over the laser turrets? It’s another prison. Maybe you can do it again.”  
 
    “They probably updated the code, but maybe not. I’ll have to prepare a program to hack the doors too. I’ll ask Nav about it since she did the hack. Or maybe they’re the same as the prison Nav and I escaped.” 
 
    “How did you manage that anyway? I don’t even know if I could pull that off.” 
 
    Hell, that’s the most modest thing I’ve ever heard him say. “It took Nav, Sunny, and then you to succeed. So in a way, you did pull it off.” 
 
    “I’m glad I did. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have you here,” he says with a wink. 
 
    I lower my head. 
 
    “It still seems wild that you were in jail. You’re so gentle.” 
 
    It’s mostly an act. “That was actually the second time I was in jail.”  
 
    “Really? What was the first time?”  
 
    “I was caught stealing money for food at nine. They kept me in detainment for two nights. I remember my cold sweat as the older and crueler kids harassed me. Unfortunately, when I returned home, my punishment was the cherry on top of a rotted cake.” 
 
    He lowers his eyebrows. “I wish I could have been there to help you.” 
 
    Aww. I wish he were too.  
 
    “Sounds like you had a rough childhood,” he says. 
 
    “It was, but because of my experience, I’ll be able to help people avoid what I went through. When this is over, of course.” 
 
    “Good attitude. I’m still surprised Americus didn’t want me on this mission.” Alexander stands from the bed, looking determined. “You and I would be unstoppable. A dashing, bold, and deadly secret agent teamed with the greatest hacker the world has ever known.” 
 
    A giggle escapes my lips. I shake my head and roll my eyes. I’d prefer him as my partner too, though. Americus is certainly a capable fighter, but Alexander is deadlier with guns. I picture myself back behind the dumpster, a mass of drones targeting me. My mind flew through computations and patterns, and my words built the code. But I was too slow. 
 
    I had been prepared to die. Then Alexander whipped around the corner, his long hair illuminated by the sunny backdrop, his face in shadows. He fired, and drones fell like flies to a flamethrower.  
 
    “We should put a tracking device on you. We could hide it under your hair. That mop will hide anything,” he says with a smirk.  
 
    I push at his shoulder. “Hey.” He’s right, though. If things go wrong, he’d be able to find me. We can use Sunny’s new design so it’s not detected.  
 
     “I’m sure you won’t need it, though, since you’re…you. But if necessary, I’ll rescue you.” 
 
    I smile at him, admiring him for his kind words, but then for his rugged bone structure, his long wavy hair, and his sharp, vibrant eyes. 
 
    “You’ll be fine with Americus,” he says as if knowing my worry. “I saw him come down on you hard, but he was just upset about losing Yumi and Astrid.” 
 
    I stare at the ground, all of my worries and failures returning to haunt me.  
 
    We discuss contingency plans and strategies for a while longer, until Alexander asks, “What do you want most out of life?”  
 
    I rest my chin on my knuckles as I ponder the question. “I want connections with people. I’ve always been so isolated.” 
 
    “I’m close to my mom,” he says. “She’s really supportive. And Americus, he’s super interesting and knowledgeable. But otherwise, I distance myself from most people by keeping things light.”  
 
    All his boasting and jokes. “What do you want most?” 
 
    “To be a famous legend like my dad and to impress my mom. You only get to live once. I want to make it grand so people will talk about me like they do about General Briggs.” 
 
    I should have guessed. 
 
    “But it’s more than that,” he says, surprising me. “I want to help people get back the freedoms they deserve.” 
 
    So it’s not just for himself. “I can relate to that. I’d like to be admired too, but what I really want is to come up with technological ways to make things better for people. I think I can make a difference. It’s more my style than fighting in battles and being shot at.” 
 
    “I find battles to be exciting. You don’t have to worry about dying if you believe you’ll succeed.” 
 
    Nav enters the door, with Sunny at her heels.  
 
    “So this is it,” says Nav. “You guys are planning?” 
 
    “We’ve devised some tactical brilliancies,” says Alexander. “We’ll be remembered as two of the most gifted tacticians in history.”   
 
    “I’m sure Americus and Fae will get most of the praise,” says Nav.  
 
    He looks at her side-eyed and shakes his head as if he doesn’t believe her.  
 
    “What do you guys think about this mission?” I ask, trying to decide if I should voice my doubts.  
 
    “Yumi and Astrid gave their lives for this information, so it’s fitting that this will be the NIA’s end,” says Nav. “I may have differences with my father, but he made the right call here, and he has keen instincts.” 
 
    Sunny nods, and I sense determination in his brighter eyes. 
 
    “You’ll be with Americus,” says Alexander. “You can’t lose. He was one of the most decorated Marine Majors in history. He’s a hardened fighter and a resourceful leader. I’d trust my life to him over anyone.” 
 
    Diablo. How can I say something now? Two older, more experienced people have faith in Americus and the plan. Who am I compared to Americus? I’m a homeless seventeen-year-old orphan who didn’t even graduate high school. I killed Nav’s husband. I couldn’t save Barbra. And I created Sunny, who lead to Astrid and Yumi’s deaths. Americus has known Gerald for decades and trusts him.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” asks Nav. “If you have concerns, you should tell Americus. You’ve always made clever plans and had good intuition. Just because it was in-game, doesn’t mean it wasn’t real. Trust yourself.” 
 
    But I don’t trust myself. And Americus would probably flip out if I said anything. I pull at my tank top. “I’m sure it will work out.” 
 
    “If anyone can do this, it’s you, Fae,” says Sunny. “According to my brain scans, you’re significantly smarter than anyone here. It’s not even close.” 
 
    My jaw drops, and I look side to side as I process what he said. Yep. He really said it. My lips curl up, and then laughter spills out from me.  
 
    Alexander squints from Sunny to me, shaking his head, then chuckles.  
 
    Nav laughs, her cheeks full.  
 
    I pat Sunny’s head. “Did I ever tell you how smooth you are?” 
 
    He tilts his head, his mouth straight. “I do work hard to keep my metal polished. I appreciate you noticing.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “How are you so self-assured all the time, Alexander?”  
 
    “I just believe in myself and tell myself to be confident.” 
 
    So it’s his belief that makes him confident? Nav changes her body language, and Alexander changes his thinking. Interesting.  
 
    “Didn’t you guys ever hear about the law of attraction?” he asks. 
 
    Nav and I shake our heads. 
 
    “I’m surprised that you haven’t, Naveha, since you’re into meditation. It’s based on this book my mom gave me, The Kybalion, and the Seven Hermetic Principles.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Sounds fascinating.”  
 
    “So the law of attraction is where you can change your vibration from negative to positive, and it brings more positivity. It’s what people started calling the third hermetic principle, Vibration. Nothing rests; everything moves; everything…what was it?” he asks and rubs his stubble. “Oh, yeah. Everything vibrates, duh.”  
 
    Hmm. I suppose that’s true. All atoms and particles vibrate. 
 
    “Anyway, the first principle, Mentalism, is where it’s at. At least from what I can tell so far. It says the All is mind. The universe is mental.” 
 
    Nav nods but looks confused.  
 
    He continues, “So the All is supposed to be everything in the universe, and if everything is just thought or mind, then you can create whatever reality you want through thought. But that takes a lot of practice.” 
 
    He probably tells himself he’s a god every day. I chuckle inwardly.  
 
    “So I tell myself I’m the best and a great hero, and now, I’m becoming a legend. You see?” 
 
    I meet Nav’s eyes as the corners of her lips pull up. I giggle, and she joins in.  
 
    “Seriously, it works. My mom became a pro soccer player with this,” he says, his long hair swaying with his energy. “You can remember it like this. Imagine it, believe it, do it.” 
 
    Nav looks at me mischievously. “I’m going to create a voluntarist society.” She snaps her fingers and swirls her metal hand, light twinkling off its surface.  
 
    “Impressive. I’m going to take back America,” I say. I snap my fingers and wave them up and down. “And it’s so.” 
 
    Nav raises her hand for a high-five, “You did it. Wow, that’s amazing. I knew you could.” 
 
    I slap her hand with a grin, enjoying the smooth touch of her skin.  
 
    Alexander chuckles and runs a hand through his long wavy hair. He steps up and puts his warm arms around our shoulders. He looks at Nav and then down at me. “What would I do without you?”  
 
    It looks like he’s talking to me when he says it, and I can’t help but melt at his closeness. I look up at his broad smile and wish he’d hold me closer or bend down and press his— 
 
    “Did you hear me?” he asks, waving a hand in front of my face. 
 
    Oops. “Wh—what?” I stammer.  
 
    He shakes his head, his grin wide. I pull away from his magnetic eyes, not wanting to get caught.  
 
    “I said, imagine what you want and a path to get there, then do it. You can make yourself and your life into whatever you wish.” 
 
    Could I finally be confident in myself? Very interesting. I’ll have to think more about this.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    We stand in the main hall with the other Loyalists. Americus and I wear our badges and guard uniforms, with vests and supplies hidden underneath them. 
 
    I ask Sunny to hand me my dad’s letter, then take out my mother’s picture. Wish me luck, Mom. I return it to him, and he puts it back inside his compartment. 
 
    “Here, take this too.” I hand him the amethyst bracelet that Nav gave me. “I don’t want anything to happen to it.” 
 
    Alexander steps up to Americus. “You got this, Boss.” 
 
    Americus pats the slimmer man on the back. “Make sure you take care of Ron Paul while I’m gone.” 
 
    “You know I will,” says Alexander as he glances at the raven on the nearby bench.  
 
    Americus nods and holds out his hand to Nav. I roll my eyes, then make sure no one saw. Nav shakes his hand, her expression dejected. 
 
    He touches her shoulder. “I know that we don’t always agree on things, but I value your opinion. You’ve been a tremendous help to our liberation cause. You’ve turned out to be a remarkable woman, an excellent hacker, and a better daughter than I deserve. I love you.” 
 
    I nearly faint at the words.  
 
    Nav’s eyes widen, then a huge smile breaks out on her lips. “I love you too, Dad.” She hugs him. 
 
    He looks dumbfounded for a second and then wraps his arms around her. “When I get back, I want us to spend more time together.” 
 
    She grins even wider.  
 
    He pulls back to address the room. “We’ll have services for Yumi and Astrid when we return. President Toscano and Vice President Garza are patriots. They’ve served us well, and we’re going to repay them. In doing so, we’ll save all Americans and take back this country. This ends today!” 
 
    The Loyalists cheer, clap, and whistle. 
 
    Alexander pumps his fist to us. Asher waves, his nunchucks tucked under his arm, and everyone else wishes us well. 
 
    Before long, Gerald, Americus, and I are driving to the tunnel in silence. About twenty minutes later, we park, then hike through a dark and musty tunnel, our flashlights the only illumination.  
 
    On the other side, we find the car that Gerald’s contact left and drive to the facility. After the short drive, we park and exit the vehicle.  
 
    Americus walks up to me. “I wanted to say, I’m sorry that I was hard on you earlier. I’m not mad at Sunny for Yumi and Astrid’s deaths. I know that he was only trying to help, and if it weren’t for him, we’d be dead anyway. You’ve been a fantastic addition to the team. I know you don’t have any parents, but you have me as long as I’m around.” 
 
    All at once, any anger or doubts I held about Americus vanish. I’ve had so few people in my life ever say anything half as sweet. He’s rough around the edges, but I’ll always appreciate when he fed me and all he’s taught me about history, politics, the economy, and fighting.  
 
    “That means a lot to me, sir,” I say.  
 
    Gerald slaps Americus’ shoulder. “We’ll pull this off, Major. Just like old times.” 
 
    Americus pats Gerald back and nods.  
 
    “It’s good that you’re close to your daughter,” says Gerald. “I wish I was with my kids. You never know how much time you’re going to have with them. After this is done, I’m making them my priority.” 
 
    “Me too,” says Americus.  
 
    Nav is going to love that. I hope they can make it work.  
 
    “We’ll walk in calmly like we’re going to work,” says Americus. “Once we have the president and VP, we’ll leave quickly through the same door. From the intel, we shouldn’t face serious resistance. Are you both ready?” 
 
    Gerald rubs his face, his head bobbing in agreement. 
 
    We hike to the prison, Gerald leading the way. A twenty-foot armored wall surrounds the complex, protected by two guards.  
 
    My nerves buzz as we approach, so I recite all the protections I have in place: a uniform, a badge, and a holographic mask. Flash and smoke grenades, vest, pistol, dazzlers. I think about all the contingency plans Alexander and I devised, hoping I won’t need them, but making sure I know them.  
 
    An astute looking guard scans our badges. Another stands next to him. My heart pounds as we wait for admittance.  
 
    After he scans Americus’ badge, he looks up quickly. “Ramirez, I almost didn’t realize it was you. Have you been working out? You look bigger.” 
 
    “Girlfriend likes it,” says Americus, his voice now with a slight accent.  
 
    The guard’s eyebrows rise. “Girlfriend?”  
 
    I freeze, panic surging inside me. Americus tenses, looking like he’s ready to cripple both guards.  
 
    “You better not tell your wife about her,” says the guard with a chuckle. “Well, enjoy another boring day of doing nothing.” He steps aside. 
 
    The tension in Americus’ shoulders relaxes and I exhale. The inside is quiet, with no security. A peculiar smell hangs in the air, but I can’t quite place it. At the end of a long hall, an exit leads to a courtyard. Halfway up, there’s a third door, opposite a hallway.  
 
    We brought four extra q-links for the president and VP, so they can cloak as soon as we have them. I put my hand on my Torg as Gerald types in the code to the door. It flashes green, and he opens it for us. The strange smell is more noxious inside the room, and I scrunch my nose.  
 
    Relief floods through me when I see President Toscano and Vice President Garza sitting in chairs at the back of the room, tied up and gagged. Despite my relief, I scan the area for defensive structures and alternate exits. A table lines one wall, several steel file cabinets line the other, and there are two more doors on either side of the room. It’s really more of a conference room than a prison.  
 
    Finally, this ends. I allow myself a smile, and my worries fade into the background.  
 
    We walk up, and Americus removes Toscano’s gag. I take out the q-links for them.  
 
    “Ms. President?” he asks.  
 
    She doesn’t respond. Garza looks equally subdued.  
 
    They sit slumped as if they’ve given up. But it’s not just that. President Toscano’s famously smooth skin sags, and Garza’s tan complexion has taken on a gray pallor. The trauma they’ve endured has broken them.  
 
    “Oh no. That smell is formaldehyde,” says Americus.   
 
    My eyes widen, and an icy chill overtakes me as the full implication of what’s happening races through my mind. Not just broken. Dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    CRITICAL MISTAKE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Turn around slowly,” says Gerald. “Director Tempton wants you for questioning before he kills you.” 
 
    “We’re betrayed,” Americus yells into his q-link to warn the base. 
 
    Gerald laughs. “Communications are blocked. Do you think we’d let you warn them?” 
 
    My stomach lurches at the comment as I turn to see Gerald pointing a gun at us. The entirety of our mistakes comes smacking into me. I drop the four extra q-links, feeling sick. 
 
    Americus emits a low growl as he looks the man over. “Why are you doing this, Gerald? Are they threatening your family? Did they somehow install the Evo, and we missed it?” 
 
    “You must be getting old, Americus. I’m not Gerald.”  
 
    Americus’ brow furrows. “What? Impossible. We scanned you for face-shift tech.” 
 
    Gerald reaches up and pulls at his face. His skin stretches unnaturally, then tears as he rips his entire face off and tosses it. It slaps on the floor with a sickening wet sound.  
 
    The smell of blood makes me scrunch my nose. I look up, expecting to see exposed muscle and skull, but he has a new face. It’s much younger than Gerald’s and much crueler.  
 
    He brushes off a few bits of skin and drops of blood, then smiles. “Bio mask. They grew it from Gerald’s DNA. You paint the cells on your face, and it grows right before your eyes. It has biological batteries to maintain it. So no electronics to detect.” 
 
    Hell, that’s why he kept rubbing his face. 
 
    Americus looks at him horrified, but I’m not sure if it’s because he was tricked or because Gerald’s face is crumpled on the ground.  
 
    “But your voice,” says Americus.  
 
    “They grew me Gerald’s vocal cords and inserted them. After that, I spent a week learning to move like him and talk with his cadence. Did a good job, didn’t I?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “They knew you were talking to Gerald for a while but needed the right lure. It’s hilarious that you think there’s a magic button to solve all of your problems.” 
 
    I knew it sounded too good to be true. If only I trusted myself. 
 
    Americus growls. “Did you kill him, you son of a fascist?” 
 
    Fake Gerald shrugs. “Not me, but he’s dead. They tortured him for days to get those few stories about you. Now, lay down on the ground and put your hands behind your backs.” 
 
    The side-door opens, and two more men in tactical gear point dart guns at us. Suddenly and with finality, our mission to save America ends.  
 
    Hell. I hope the others find a way to escape, at least. If I were the quick-to-action sort instead of a planner, I’d charge this imposter and break his neck. Instead, I move to submit to give myself time to think.  
 
    Americus leaps toward the guards, and with two quick motions, he disarms them both. He swats aside a punch and kicks the one man’s leg. It snaps, and the man crumbles to the ground with a howl. Before the other guard can react, Americus slams his fingers into his throat. The man collapses, gasping for air and clutching his neck. Americus draws his pistol and shoots them both, just as two more guards rush in to attack him. They grab his gun before he can fire and wrestle for control.  
 
     The Gerald imposter’s eyes go wide. He fires at Americus, but the dart clinks off the wall.  
 
    I sprint at fake Gerald with the intent to kill.  
 
    He fires at me, and a dart punches into my neck. I lurch to a stop and grab the dart, then stare at it in disbelief. Fake Gerald smiles, then turns his gun on Americus.  
 
    A quick hazy numbness threatens my body and mind, my vision dimming.  
 
    No! I force away the paralysis, and renewed energy rushes through me. I smack fake Gerald’s wrist and gun before he can fire, and then it’s in my hands.  
 
    His mouth gapes open. “Damn dart!” 
 
    I pull the trigger, and the projectile thumps into his head. His eyes roll back, and he slides to the ground.  
 
    Americus punches the remaining guard in the stomach and shoots him in the head. The second guard already bleeds out on the ground, a knife in his neck. Americus rips out the knife, a spurt of blood spraying. He launches it into fake Gerald’s face, ending the imposter.  
 
    More guards shout in the distance as Americus dives behind a filing cabinet. “Come here.” 
 
    I dive next to him just as the other door bursts open, revealing even more guards.  
 
    “Chim,” I say, “activate our glasses and the dazzler program.” 
 
    “Good call,” says Americus as we slip on our tactical glasses.  
 
    Brilliant green lasers burst forth from the q-links in the middle of the room. The guards scream as their eyes burn.  
 
    “Go,” shouts Americus as he pulls me up. “I’ll handle them. Escape and warn the others.” 
 
    For an instant, I consider helping him, but as he pushes me, I flee into the hallway. “Chim, execute program jailbreak,” I say as I dash toward the exit. I rip my flashbang grenade out, ready to throw it at the two guards outside. 
 
    “Jailbreak success,” says my q-link.  
 
    Thank— 
 
    The door opens, and seven or so guards point dart guns at me. I slide to a halt, my stomach sinking, and I toss the flashbang.  
 
    It explodes with a powerful report, the shockwave thumping into me. I stumble but keep my feet.  
 
    The men outside are writhing around and covering their eyes or ears. I prepare to rush them for an escape, but ten or so more guards run up behind them.  
 
    I whirl around and sprint the other way. One of the dazzled guards stumbles into the hallway, his face bloody. I run faster, holding Gerald’s gun in front of me and pulling the trigger. My shots are mostly wild, but one dart hits his leg. He screams and clutches at it before slumping down.  
 
    I leap over him, sprinting for the courtyard exit and get a glimpse of Americus fighting in the conference room. Three guards are incapacitated, but at least six more pummel him with blows.  
 
    I grit my teeth but continue on, pulling out another flashbang. The door bursts open, and guards raise their guns. I throw my flashbang, spin around, and run down the perpendicular hallway.  
 
    Partway down, I realize there’s no exit. Oh hell no. Fear threatens to disable me, but I force it away. The window!  
 
    I toss the dart gun and sprint as fast as I can, much quicker than when I first started this horrible journey. I leap, my fists out, my eyes closed, and my head down.  
 
    The glass shatters around me and tears into my hand. Then I’m hitting the ground and rolling like a mouse fleeing for her life.  
 
    I leap to my feet to see a sunlit, grassy courtyard, several large buildings, and two powered down Corefense Obliterator robo-suits. My heart slams into my chest, but I have no time to think, just react.  
 
    A whirring noise sounds as roof turrets angle toward me.  
 
    They didn’t want to kill me, but the turrets don’t know that. “Chim, initiate my turret program, and take them over.” 
 
    “Failure,” my q-link says.  
 
    Diablo! My stomach drops, and a sense of nothingness washes over me. Like an out-of-body experience, I see myself shaking before certain death. And for what? I’ve accomplished nothing. 
 
    I watch as the turrets rotate. Everything was so fast until now, but the world slows to a sharp focus. Barbra is suddenly before me, saying she wants to adopt me. She fades, and Nav holds my hand to comfort me. Alexander appears, and I feel his warm embrace as he wraps his arms around me.  
 
    I snap back into my body, and my mind wakes up. “Chim, shut them down instead.”  
 
    I don’t know if it will work. It seems crazy that they wouldn’t have updated them, but it’s my only chance.  
 
    The turrets spin and target me.  
 
    I shut my eyes and prepare for the white-hot lasers to scorch through me.  
 
    “Success,” says my q-link.  
 
    The lights on the turrets dim, and for a second, I’m stunned that I’m alive.  
 
    Guards shout from inside and from somewhere in the courtyard. I don’t know what happened to Americus, but I need to warn the others.  
 
    My eyes flit around the space, looking for any way to escape. I toss two smoke grenades nearby to give me time, and I adjust my glasses to see through the haze. Guards round the corner but have no tactical glasses.  
 
    I spot a ladder that runs up the side of a nearby building. I dash through the smoke and climb, my toned arms and legs propelling me upward, twice as fast as when I climbed away from the security guard so long ago. 
 
    The smoke clears the higher I get, and a guard near the outer wall spots me and raises his gun. I hold the ladder with one hand, rip out my Torg, and fire three shots at him. One strikes his shoulder, spinning him to the ground. 
 
    A dart smacks into my back, but my vest stops the tip from reaching my skin. I shrug off the close call and climb, my adrenaline surging. More darts strike the wall and ladder, somehow missing me.  
 
    I crest the top, roll onto the roof, and leap up to rush forward. The wind whips by me, ruffling my loose uniform. All I have to do now is—I cut off as I realize this building doesn’t butt up against the outer wall.  
 
    Oh hell. I’m trapped. Sickness threatens to creep up my throat until I see another rooftop that does. The gap between the two buildings is wider than when I smashed my face into the wall, but I’m in much better shape, and I’m much more desperate. If I fall this time, they’ll kill me.  
 
    A hidden reserve of energy charges my muscles. My arms and legs pump, driving me forward. I can make it. I can do this.  
 
    I launch off the edge of the roof, my stomach dropping. Time slows as I’m suspended in air. A flash of uncertainty blinds me, flooding me with panic. But when the lip of the other roof approaches, relief parts the waves.  
 
    My feet smack into the surface. Pain jolts up my legs, but I roll to avoid the worst of it. The world spins around me until I jump back up and run again. I can do anything. I am StarFeather! 
 
    Freedom lies twenty feet before me. I’ll just hang off, drop into a roll, and cloak. I sprint onward, faster than ever before. I can still save the others.  
 
    Shouts and darts sound beneath me, but nothing can touch me. I’m not a mouse; I’m an owl, soaring through the wind. 
 
    A thumping noise grows steadily louder.  
 
    I slow and then freeze as a quadcopter Liberator Drone rises into view, its missiles and cannons threatening death. 
 
    Hope spills out of me, and terror takes its place. I stand there and gape at it, knowing it will tear me apart if I move.  
 
    Thoughts race through my head. Run away. Dodge around it and jump. Shoot it. No. Anything I do will get me killed.  
 
    “Drop your gun and surrender,” comes a voice through the drone.  
 
    I raise my hands, and just like that, I’m Fae again.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    ∴ BRING ON THE PAIN ∴ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two guards toss me into a dim room with no windows. I tumble to the ground and roll several times. I’m wearing nothing but my underwear since they stripped off my vest, weapons, clothes, and even the two extra q-links I had cloaked on my ankles. They only left me with my necklace vial that contains the Evo, probably to mess with me. At least they didn’t install it. 
 
    “Don’t hurt her. She’s just a kid,” growls Americus, who is stripped to his boxers and on his knees, bruises all over his body. The bloody gash on his forehead and his ripped physique make him look dangerous, despite his handcuffs.  
 
    I appreciate his support, but I wouldn’t even be here if not for him. How could he not know the imposter wasn’t his friend? It makes me want to rage at him for failing me, Nav, and everyone else. But I can’t think about that now. I need to focus on getting out of here.  
 
    Two burly men yank me up by my arms and hold me tight.  
 
    “She didn’t seem like a kid when she was shooting my people,” says a man with beady eyes and pale skin. He holds a baton that he repeatedly taps into his palm. “You can call me Captain Bosu. You’re both very resourceful. I should have known, since you’re an ex-Marine, Americus. Too bad your apprentices won’t have a chance against the assault team I sent.” 
 
    Acid burns my stomach at the words. But maybe they can win. They’re always prepared for an attack, and Alexander is a warrior. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this,” says Americus. 
 
    Bosu chuckles. “I doubt it. Either way, I’ll be interrogating you now. Director Tempton instructed me to install the Evo in you, Americus, but I prefer to use pain.” 
 
    Americus growls. “If you hurt her, I’ll—” 
 
    Bosu smacks Americus across his face with his baton, then raises it to strike again. 
 
    “Don’t,” I yell.  
 
    The corners of the captain’s thin lips pull up into a smile. “Beg for his life, and I’ll let him live, assuming he tells me what I want to know.” 
 
    I hate the thought of begging this pale disgusting demon, but I can’t let Americus die. It will destroy Nav. “Please, don’t hurt him. Please.”  
 
    Bosu laughs. “Nice begging, but I doubt it will change my mind.”  
 
    Oh hell no.  
 
    He wheels on Americus. “Who is your weapon supplier? Who are your other contacts? Do you have other assets in the government? Where are your other cells?” 
 
    Americus spits on the captain.  
 
    Bosu wipes the spit from his face, hate in his eyes. “Inject him with coagulant and use the drill.”  
 
    Another guard takes an electric drill from a case, then tests it. The drill bit whirrs. My stomach roils at the thought of what’s next.  
 
    Two other guards inject Americus and then hold him as the third drills into his foot. Americus screams until they retract the drill. Captain Bosu repeats his questions.  
 
    Americus stares daggers at him and says nothing, despite his brutal wound. Bosu nods to his guards, who drill his other foot.  
 
    The process of asking questions and drilling Americus’ feet, hands, arms, and legs continues for hours.  
 
    Anytime I tried to pull away to help or shouted for them to stop, the two guards holding me smacked me in the face. It makes me sick that someone would resort to torture just to maintain power. And it makes me sicker they’re doing it to Nav’s father.  
 
    Captain Bosu throws his hands up in frustration. “How can one man take so much pain?” 
 
    “I’ll give you one last chance, Americus. Tell me what I want to know, or you’ll regret it.” 
 
    I wonder what he could possibly do at this point. 
 
    Americus grinds his jaw and says nothing. 
 
    Bosu shrugs. “Hold her arms out.” 
 
    The two guards holding me pull my arms outward as Bosu steps up with his baton.  
 
    Americus’ eyes widen. “Don’t. I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Too late.” The captain lifts his baton with a sadistic smile. 
 
    I cringe back, sick with anticipation.  
 
    He drops his arm with a growl, and the baton cracks down on my forearm. My arm snaps, and gut-wrenching pain shoots through me. I scream and try to pull away, only to have another wave of pain dominate me.   
 
    My vision darkens, and my body is shaky and weak. After a few terrible moments, I force the pain away, refusing to give in. The jagged edge of my bone sticks through my skin. Blood streams down my arm, onto the floor below.  
 
    “Now tell me,” says Bosu, “or I’ll break her other arm.” 
 
    Americus slumps and starts to talk. It sounds like he gives up every contact and asset he has. 
 
    “One more thing Americus, and I’ll put you out of your misery,” says the captain. “Where are Gabriel O’Brien and the Knights of Christ’s hideouts?” 
 
    Americus looks at me, a guilty expression on his face, but he says nothing. 
 
    Bosu steps up to me, lifting his baton, but rather than striking, he lowers it. “I don’t think the director will like it if I hurt her too much.”  
 
    Bosu rips a Trexstar forty-five APC with eight-round capacity from a holster at his hip. “Tell me, Americus, or I’ll take your pain to the next level.”  
 
    Americus scowls. “Rot in hell, scumbag. You got me?”  
 
    Bosu fires four shots into Americus’ left knee, then three more into his right. 
 
    Americus screams and writhes in agony.  
 
    “Give him a blood transfusion,” Bosu says to one of the guards. “We’ll keep him alive for days if necessary.” 
 
    To see such a powerful man as Americus groaning in pain threatens to break me. How long can he possibly last against this horrific torture? Even if he never breaks, they’ll eventually just install the Evo and get what they want anyway.  
 
    I summon all my rage and strength into one jerk of my uninjured arm. It tears free. My other arm pulls in unbearable pain but slips through the guard’s grip because it’s slick with blood. 
 
    I dart forward and hack my uninjured arm into Bosu’s wrist. His gun clatters to the ground.  
 
    I dive for it and scoop it up. I’ll end the captain for what he’s done.  
 
    “Fae,” says Americus. “Shoot me. I can’t give up Gabriel.” 
 
    If I shoot Bosu with only one bullet left, I’ll be out of ammo and easily recaptured. Americus will go through days of pain just to give up his friend and be killed anyway. And yet, how could I possibly shoot Americus? 
 
    “Please, Fae,” he pleads.  
 
    Feeling sick, I aim the gun at Americus’ head, and he nods. I force myself to pull the trigger. He drops to the ground.  
 
    I stare at his lifeless body, my mouth gaping. Poor Nav. I’m so sorry. Several guards grab me and rip the empty gun from my hands.  
 
    Bosu screams in rage. “Foolish girl. Break her other arm and beat some sense into her,” he says to a guard. “Screw the director. Just be careful not to kill her.” 
 
    My panic rises as I struggle to escape the guards.  
 
    The baton cracks into my other arm. Tearing agony floods my brain and overwhelms me. My legs buckle, and I collapse. Fists and kicks rain down until darkness washes over me.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    ∶ HAUNTING REGRET ∶ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pink and orange evening sky looks like a wall of fire coming to immolate me as a guard ties the last rope around my wrist. He gives me a sad look, then descends a ladder and joins a group of guards in the courtyard. I’m tied to a cross beam at the top of a twenty-foot pole, my arms splayed out, looking like I’m being crucified.  
 
    How fitting that I should end up this way. At least they didn’t force nails through my palms. My wounds are bandaged, and my bones are partially healed, thanks to an injection of Bioplex’s bone-knitting nanobots. It’s enough to hold them together, but the pain is intense. 
 
    My torment means nothing, though compared to Americus’ death. Although he was flawed, he had all but promised to take care of me as a father would. I failed him and Nav.  
 
    I growl and pull at my bonds before I know what I’m doing. A wave of pain wracks my body, and I nearly puke. It takes all my will not to pass out.  
 
    If I had my q-link, I’d hack the turrets and incinerate those guards. When they run into the buildings, I’d commandeer their drone and devastate them with missiles. I’d direct the drone to cut me free so I could steal one of their towering Obliterator suits. The few survivors would flee in terror. Instead of using the cannons or rockets, I’d chase my captors down in three steps and rip them limb from limb until they beg to die.  
 
    My muscles are tense, my teeth gritted at the thought, but I can do nothing. I don’t have my q-link. I slump back again. 
 
    Captain Bosu walks up to the base of my pole with a smug smile.  
 
    I stare laser beams through his head, wishing I had the power to burn him. Why is he keeping me alive? They must want something else.  
 
    I open my mouth to talk, tasting blood from when they beat me. “Why are you holding me here?”  
 
    “Because your scrawny self will make excellent bait for the few rats that escaped when we raided your hidey-hole,” he says. “We like to keep our kill rate at a hundred percent. Thanks for wearing that tracker, also, by the way. Makes it easy for us.” 
 
    The words hit me like a punch to the gut, and my eyes widen in horror. The few that survived.  
 
    A maniac’s smile stretches on his face. “Your friends were lounging around as if it was a day at the park when we ambushed them. They screamed and cried like children. It looked like a bomb went off when we finished. Blood, organs, and body parts were everywhere.” 
 
    Bile rises in my throat at the image.  
 
    “And thanks to Americus’ information, our teams decimated your other cells as well.”  
 
    “The Loyalist Militia is just a memory,” says another man, who steps out of the shadows.  
 
    He’s athletic, his white hair neatly parted to the side. His posture is commanding, his eyes reptilian. He looks like the career politicians did before the revolution.  
 
    “Hello, Fae. I’m Director Tempton. You were clever to discover our operation. I underestimated you, but I won’t do it again.” 
 
    I bare my teeth and lower my eyebrows, an uncommon rage burning inside me. This trash is the leader of the NIA, the one who tortured Barbra with hallucinations. “Why did you do this?” I demand. “Why take over the government?”  
 
    He barks a laugh. “Straight to the point. You don’t know then?” 
 
    “For power?” 
 
    “So you’re an outsider. You can’t possibly appreciate what’s at stake then,” he says, adjusting his red tie.  
 
    What is he talking about? I shake my head incredulously. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He waves a hand at my question. “Your group was just one obstacle in the way, but still an obstacle. Impersonating your asset, Gerald, served two purposes. One was to find your base. The other was to separate Americus from the others. We didn’t want to risk him dying since we needed information. You stopped us from getting everything, but it doesn’t matter. It will only cause a delay.” 
 
    My brow furrows as I remember having to kill Americus. I hope Nav will forgive me…if she’s even still alive. Now, I’ve done two horrible things to her. At least Americus didn’t have to give up Gabriel.  
 
    A thought occurs to me. He said he wanted Americus alive, but wasn’t the drone swarm trying to kill us as we escaped with fake Gerald? No. I suppose not. They shot at us but were off the mark. It must have been a show. 
 
    “We started searching for the Loyalist Militia after you broke into Xyphotech,” he says. “We didn’t know exactly where your base was, but we knew you’d need food. That’s when we took over and monitored the supermarkets. We had your faces and considered scanning for them, but we knew you’d face-shift, so my clever team went back to the Xyphotech microwave Doppler recordings.” 
 
    I squint at him. 
 
    “Did you know that heartbeats can be used for biometric detection? It’s like how we scan for eyes or faces, but it’s a Doppler radar image created from the shape of your heart.” 
 
    Hell, I didn’t. 
 
    “Are you starting to see how much more advanced we are than you?” 
 
    I say nothing, not wanting to admit that he played us like fools.  
 
    “As far as you go. When we first disabled your bank and other accounts and then captured you, we just wanted to tie up loose ends. Then, miraculously, you escaped. We didn’t even know you were with the Loyalists until Xyphotech. After I watched the recordings from the distribution center and saw you hack a man’s Evo with just a q-link, I knew we had to have you. You’re one of them.” 
 
    My stomach crawls at the words and the gravity he puts behind them. “One of what?” 
 
    He chuckles. “You’ll see eventually. After that, you became a priority for us so I devised the Gerald swap and made sure you’d go on the rescue mission. How’d you like his mask? Creepy, right?” He waits for a response, but when I say nothing, he continues. “You’re going to regret ever getting involved with this.”  
 
    As if I don’t already? “You’re a monster. I loved my foster mother, Barbra. I’m going to escape, and I’m going to flay you alive.” 
 
    “What a wonderful spirit you have. But I don’t think you’re going to do anything from up there.” 
 
    I deflate. “Why did you do it to her? She didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point. I think you already know that she had dangerous information. Just a casualty of war.” 
 
    I grit my teeth at his nonchalance.  
 
    “Well, I have business to attend to, but Captain Bosu will take care of you,” he says, patting the man on the shoulder. “I’ll see you soon, Fae.” The old man waves and walks away. 
 
    Captain Bosu sneers up at me. “Have fun hanging there and watching your friends die when they come to rescue you.” 
 
    I spit at him.  
 
    He steps back, dodging the spit, then waves a finger at me. “I can’t kill you, but I can hurt you. Remember that.” He spins around and leaves me.  
 
    I scan the courtyard and count twenty or so armed guards and the two Obliterator suits. The four laser turrets on the buildings are active again but are non-responsive to me. The LR8 Liberator drone that caught me is parked on one of the roofs.  
 
    Will the remaining Loyalists be foolish enough to attempt a rescue? I imagine Nav, Alexander, and Sunny, charging in only to be blown to pieces by a missile.  
 
    But maybe they’re already dead. I seethe at the thought and remember the last time I was this angry. It’s something I tried to avoid thinking about for years, but now, nothing matters. The Archfiend killed my younger sister, Nyx, and I could do nothing to stop it.  
 
    I pull at my bonds again, despite the pain of my broken arms. I tug back and forth, trying to loosen them until I’m out of breath, and the pain threatens to overwhelm me. I slump, breathing heavily. There’s no way I could pull out of them. 
 
    I try to think of any way to escape. Maybe I can trick the guards into untying me. Or promise them something? Maybe if I ask for water, I can choke them with my legs and…no. That would get me nowhere.  
 
    I can’t think clearly anymore because of my pain, my fatigue, and the loss of my friends. I spit in anger, unable to do anything else. Then I remember that the evil that brought this hell on us still rests around my neck.  
 
     If I had the Evo in my brain, I’d tear this camp apart, turning every weapon against them. I’d march on the NIA with a thousand Liberator drones and scorch the agency with missiles until no trace existed.  
 
    It’s just fantasy, though. Even if I could stop them from taking over my mind, I’d never install this curse. I’d rather die. 
 
    I have no options. The realization stokes the fires of my rage, finally breaking down the walls that held back my anger. I scream like a child down a well until my voice is raw, and I burn myself out. 
 
    I’ve always taken care of myself, but now I find myself wishing someone would save me, despite the risks. How many Loyalists are still alive?  
 
    Did Alexander die in a blaze of glory as he rained death on all around him, his legend cut short? Is Nav no more, after she shattered skulls and rib cages with her enhanced arm, only to have lasers burn fist-sized holes in her chest? Is Sunny dead, after shocking anyone he could reach, crushed into the ground by tank tracks? 
 
    Even if they did somehow survive, they’d be massacred if they tried to save me. If only I could warn them somehow. I’m sorry, everyone.  
 
    If I told Americus my concerns, we could have interrogated Gerald, vetted his contacts, and scouted this place. When we discovered their treachery, we could have set an explosive trap at our base and escaped to a secure location. Instead, the Loyalists are destroyed, and I’ll be a puppet.  
 
    I want every guard holding me to burn until their flesh sears from their skeletons, and their bones turn to ash and blow away in the wind. I want to rip and tear at my bonds to free myself, then choke Director Tempton until his eyes pop out of his head.  
 
    I think about Nav and all of our times together, in Silent City, and after when I saw how warm and caring she was. She took me in when I needed her most, fed me, clothed me, and lent me her ear. I felt a stronger connection to her than any other human, including Barbra.  
 
    I picture Nav, her large brown eyes, her toned muscles, and her puff of hair that’s held back by a colorful headband. I imagine we’re together, researching a new game to play or brainstorming apps to create. Various holographic trees and exotic flowers of all colors fill the room. I try to feel her essence, her kindness, compassion, and confidence.  
 
    The scene morphs into another. She seems so close and lifelike as if I could reach out and feel her smooth skin. She’s standing in a dimly lit empty room, wearing a spider-silk vest. She holsters her cannon-pistol like she’s gearing up to fight the NIA…or to rescue me.  
 
    I want to be rescued more than anything, but I’d never want her to try. I glance at the menacing Liberator drone. Forget about me. It’s too dangerous.  
 
    Her gaze snaps up and seems to lock onto me. I gasp, and the image fades.  
 
    I shake my head and think of Alexander. He wanted to save the country for glory, of course, but also because he cared. I picture Sunny, my little buddy, who always wanted to protect me. Now I may never see them again.  
 
    Gusts of wind whip up around me, bringing the smell of a storm. I slump forward, and seconds later, the skies open up to pour down cool rain.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I jerk awake to see a bearded man a foot in front of my face. I gasp and try to protect myself, but my arms are trapped. I inhale sharply in alarm before I remember where I am. Tied to a pole, tricked and captured. Abused and used for bait. 
 
    I squint at the morning sun, and the agony of my battered body sends me reaching back for sleep I can’t grasp. I grit my teeth against the pain and shake my head to clear my foggy mind. 
 
    “Captain Bosu wants you,” says the muscular guard at the top of the ladder. “I’m going to untie you. Don’t struggle.” 
 
    I blink my dry eyes, feeling a weariness that surpasses even the sleepless nights after Barbra’s death. The night on the pole was the worst of my life. Wet, cold, and in pain, I desperately sought sleep. The hours felt like days. Finally, I must have passed out in my delirium.  
 
    I try to speak, but my mouth is dry, and the words come out as a garbled groan. I try again and manage to say, “Water.” 
 
    The bearded man’s stern look fades to pity. He peeks over his shoulder at Captain Bosu, who talks to some of his guards. The bearded man opens a canteen and holds it to my lips. I drink thirstily as I glare at Bosu.  
 
    “This will probably hurt,” he says as he pulls the knot at my wrist.  
 
    The scraping of the rope burns against my abraded skin. He does my other wrist and then left upper arm. It leaves all of my weight on my right shoulder. I gasp at the strain. 
 
    He puts a hand under my arm and unties the last rope with his other hand. I collapse onto him and cringe at the feel of his bare hands on my skin, only protected by my bra and underwear. He doesn’t seem to take pleasure in the task, though. He lowers me to two more guards, who grab hold and take me to the ground.  
 
    They’re foolish to untie me. It increases the chances of escape infinitely. I’ll just have to wait for the right moment.  
 
    Bosu walks up, a few guards milling about in the courtyard behind him. “Ah, Fae. How was your night? Did you have sweet dreams?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Surprise flashes on his face. 
 
    “I dreamed I was at your funeral, sipping champagne. But maybe it wasn’t a dream. Maybe it was a prophecy of the future.” 
 
    “I dislike you,” he says. “If I had my way, you’d hang from the pole until you starve to death. Director Tempton has other ideas, though.”  
 
    “What ideas? Why did you take me down? Did your plan to kill the rest of my friends fail?” 
 
    “No. We’re still expecting them. But I have some good news. Rather than waiting, Director Tempton decided we should install the Evo in you now.” 
 
    A jolt of fear hits me. “If you install the Evo in me, I’ll take over your networked weapons instantly, and you’ll all die. You’ve enslaved millions of minds, but you have no idea what I can do.” 
 
    “We were aware of that possibility, which is why the director sent me a new Evo with a backdoor installed. We’ll be able to cut through your defenses before you can do anything.” 
 
    Another wave of dread hits me. No…. They’ll turn me into a puppet, a zombie. I won’t exist anymore. “I’ll locate and patch the backdoor before you can use it. You can’t win,” I say, but who knows if it’s true. At least, I’ll have a chance, no matter how small.  
 
    Bosu shakes his head with a mock frown. “The director thought of that too, so we decided not to risk it. We’re going to soften you up first. I’d like to see you beat us after this.” He looks to the side as if he’s mentally contacting someone through his Evo.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, several guards carry a reclined metal chair with clamps and wires.  
 
    Bosu gazes at it, his sociopathic smile growing. “I wanted to use classic torture like I did for Americus, but I was overruled. This will hurt even more, though.” 
 
    This is my last chance to escape, I realize in a flash. I won’t even be me after this. I’d normally want to plan for hours or even days, but there’s no more time. I lift my legs and drop my weight. My arms twist in pain, but the guards lose their grips at the unexpected move. I grab for the nearest guard’s dart gun, but the other guard pulls me back. I whip around and backhand him in the face. He stumbles but keeps hold. The first guard seizes my arms before I can strike again. I scream and thrash around in their strong grips. Bosu chuckles as they force me into the chair.  
 
    I struggle, trying to free myself until one of the guards presses a button. Metal clamps secure my arms. I kick his shin. He grunts and then forces my legs down and clamps them too.  
 
    Like a rabbit cornered by wolves, I’m in full panic mode. My eyes dart around the courtyard as I look for anything that could save me.  
 
    “This machine won’t do any physical damage, but it will convince your mind that you are in intense pain,” says Bosu as he attaches grape-sized brain-interfaces to either side of my head. “Now brace yourself. This should be fun.” 
 
    The guards step back, and Bosu programs something into a panel on the chair. Shredding pain slices through me. I seize and twitch, incapable of anything else. After a moment, it cuts off. I slump forward, dazed and unable to form a single thought. After a while, I manage to suck in two shaky breaths. I’ve endured pain my entire life, but this was much worse than anything I could imagine.  
 
    At least, I’ll only have to go through it once before they take me over. There’s no way I could patch a backdoor in this state. I held out hope, no matter how slim, until now. The realization shatters my resolve, and my hope vanishes like smoke in a hurricane. Ever since I lost my sister, I’ve forced myself to be strong, to never break. Now, it’s over. 
 
    “How did you enjoy that?” asks Bosu. 
 
    I say nothing, too fractured to speak.  
 
    “Well, you’ll be happy to know that I’ve decided to do it forty-nine more times before installing the Evo. I’ll see you shortly, slave.” 
 
    No! Diablo, no. That’s it then. I’ve entered the final hell.  
 
    The chair sends a second wave of blinding pain surging through me and then another and another. 
 
    The cycles of unbearable pain and release hit me again and again. After each time, I can barely remember my name. Somehow, I just manage to keep count.  
 
    Forty-eight. Pain. Forty-nine. Pain. Fifty.  
 
    A guard walks toward me. All the others are gone. He holds a tiny device in his hands, the device that will end my humanity. The Evo.  
 
    The chair sends a final wave of rending pain through me. I gasp and seize. After it stops, I open my eyes to see the guard next to me. He secures my head with one hand, and his other approaches my temple with the Evo.  
 
    “No,” I manage to groan, but it doesn’t slow him. I desperately ready myself to rebuff their mind hacking, but I can barely focus. I try to twist my head away, but I have no strength.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see the Evo only inches away now. No. No. No. My heart flutters wildly, my mind screaming.  
 
    There’s a bang, and the guard’s hand disappears in a spray of blood. He clutches at his wrist, howling, his face a mask of agony. There’s another bang, and his head explodes. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    THE PLEDGE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still dazed, I blink my eyes, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. Alexander lowers his smoking sniper rifle and sprints forward. Sunny bounces in a backpack that he wears. Nav runs next to them, her hand cannon ready. 
 
    At first, I’m elated that they lived, but my mood quickly crashes as I realize what’s about to happen. 
 
    Nooo. I failed them. Although my brain is still fried, I manage to say, “It’s a trap.” 
 
    Alexander motions his hand down. “We know. We’re prepared. And don’t worry about reinforcements coming. We jammed their communications.” 
 
    Relief flows through me like magical rejuvenating energy. And as if I’m reborn, my pain evaporates, and my spirits soar. What kind of insane plan does he have?  
 
    “Where’s Americus?” asks Nav.  
 
    My stomach drops. In my pain-induced haze of last night, I could almost pretend I didn’t mercy kill him. Now, I have to tell Nav. I swallow, feeling sick again. “He’s dead.” 
 
    She deflates. For a second, it looks like she’s going to cry, then fury ignites in her eyes and burns away her sadness. She scowls and jerks her head around, her hand raised like a claw, looking as if she wants to rip off heads.  
 
    I want to hold her and take away her pain. Instead, I sit uselessly, trapped in my chair. I doubt I could stand anyway. 
 
    Alexander’s jaw drops, his face draining of color. “He’s dead?” he asks as if he doesn’t believe it’s possible. He shakes his head. “No.” 
 
    Nav growls low.  
 
    It snaps Alexander out of his disbelief, and he grits his teeth before saying, “They’ll pay for this. Here, you’ll need these.” He puts ear balls into my ears and activates them. “Sit tight and recover. We’ve got his.” 
 
    The guards pour out of the buildings, many more than I thought were here, at least forty or fifty.  
 
    “This is for Americus,” yells Alexander. He throws a pouch that’s the size of an ammo box at his feet. 
 
    The guards raise their guns. 
 
    “Caesar,” he says into his q-link. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The pouch expands into a transparent wall that’s ten times its size and has a small slit in the middle.  
 
    The guards open fire, sending scores of bullets at my friends. The bullets push into the shield, but rather than doing any damage, they drop harmlessly to the ground. 
 
    Sunny jumps out of Alexander’s backpack and raises his hand to the slit in the shield. Green lasers shoot out of it. The guards cover their eyes, groan, and scream as the weapon blinds them.  
 
    A dazzler. Nice Sunny. Alexander must have told him.  
 
    Alexander shouts, “Americus. Americus. Americus,” as he slips his sniper rifle into the slit.  
 
    Each of his powerful shots blows guards off their feet as it ruptures through them. Most of them scatter, running back into the safety of the buildings.  
 
    One blinded guard smashes into the side of the building in his attempt to escape. Others run toward us to get around the bullet shield. Sunny’s dazzler burns their eyes while bullets from Nav’s massive gun punch holes into them.  
 
    As the guards flee, I imagine the turrets targeting my friends at any second. Their bullet shield would be no match for the powerful lasers. I glance up at the turrets, feeling sick, but somehow, they’re inactive.  
 
    The Liberator Drone hums as it activates on the top of the nearby roof.  
 
    Oh no.  
 
    “Cube,” Nav says into her q-link. “Access that drone and execute the program, Fae is a Genius.” 
 
    “Failure,” says her q-link.  
 
    The drone’s four rotor blades spin to life as it lifts into the air.  
 
    “Cube, execute variant C.” 
 
    The drone speeds toward us, its missiles threatening. 
 
    Just one of them would kill us all. I stare in horror as it prepares to fire.  
 
    “Success,” says Nav’s q-link.  
 
    The drone stops and hangs in midair.  
 
    Relief floods through me. It was clever to make variations on my program. “Nav, Alexander, get me a q-link and get me out of this chair.” 
 
    Alexander finds the release buttons and hits them. The clamps disengage, and he hands me a q-link.  
 
    I slip it on my wrist, my hopes soaring. Oh hell yes. Now, they pay. “Download operation software, Chim. Password D7LR21B85.” 
 
    I rip the brain-interfaces from my head and stand from the chair, shaky at first, but then with more stability.  
 
    “You’re injured, Fae,” says Sunny as he scans me.  
 
    “I’m fine. They treated the injuries.” 
 
    Nav’s gaze trails from my black eyes to my bandaged forearms and then over my bruised body. “Oh my God. What did they do to you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just give me a chance to get them back.” 
 
    She nods, looking hard. Her drone aims at the building that half the guards ran into and launches a missile.  
 
    A fiery explosion erupts into the sky, and the building collapses as smoke and dust plume into the air. A burst of heat and small fragments pelt my bare skin, but its destruction energizes me.  
 
    Nav swings her drone to target a second building. Before she can fire, the building’s door flies open, and a guard fires a rocket. Nav gasps and directs her drone sharply upward. The rocket follows and hits its target. 
 
    Her Liberator drone explodes in a ball of fire and a loud bang.  
 
    A wave of wind strikes me, and I stumble to the ground, pain wracking my body. Nav and Alexander duck down just as flaming pieces of the drone bounce off our bullet shield.  
 
    Alexander jumps back up, and his sniper rifle bangs as he shoots the guard. 
 
    Troops exit the buildings, looking to get back into the fight. They fire on us, but their bullets fall uselessly at the base of the shield.  
 
    I don’t have a gun to fire back, but I have something better. “Chim, access the turrets.” When I tried to escape, I didn’t have time to take them over, but now I do.  
 
    My friends return fire as guards try to flank our shield.  
 
    It takes me a moment to focus, but when I do, I quickly find what they updated in the code. I make a small change to my program and power up my newly-controlled turrets, then designate us as friendlies and the guards as targets. Now you see what happens when you threaten my friends. 
 
    Brilliant red rays of light streak from the turrets and burn guards in half. They scream, their bodies smoking as they fall. Several dart behind cover and fire back. One man who’s still exposed raises his gun. 
 
    A laser vaporizes his head. He stands there for a moment, looking like a dying zombie from Silent City, then drops. The rest of the guards run back into a building.  
 
    Now let’s end this. “Nav, Alexander, keep watch on the buildings in case anyone fires from inside where the turrets can’t reach. I’m going to hack an Obliterator suit.” 
 
    I access the code and begin my attack. No other guards dare to show themselves as the minutes pass. Eventually, I find the weakness and execute my program.  
 
    “Chim, open the cockpit.” 
 
    “Boss,” says Alexander. “Can I pilot it?” 
 
    “Sure. Get in. I’ll hack the other one.” 
 
    A guard darts out from a small door near the other Obliterator suit and hops inside of it. The suit stands and rotates to Alexander. My laser turrets fire on it but have no effect. 
 
    Diablo! “Alexander, fire your rockets at it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” comes through my q-link. “I’ll fight it hand to hand. It won’t be able to shoot rockets at me then.” 
 
    He charges and dives on the other suit. They tumble and spin several times until they collide into a concrete wall, dust flying up around them. 
 
    I access the other suit’s firewall and start my hack. “They’ve updated the code. I’ll need some time,” I say to Alexander through my q-link.   
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of him,” says Alexander.  
 
    Just then, the other suit flips Alexander’s around and pummels him with powerful blows. How long do I have before he rips open Alexander’s cockpit and smashes his skull?  
 
    I’m working on a breakthrough when I see Americus lying dead, a hole between his eyes. Is that going to be Alexander next? Despair ripples through me, and I start to panic.  
 
    The other suit grabs Alexander’s and tosses him. Alexander’s suit flies twenty feet and slams into the pole, cracking it. My eyes widen.  
 
    He doesn’t get up. The impact probably knocked him out…or maybe even killed him. I lose even more control. I know that I need to keep hacking, but I can’t.  
 
    “Fae, Fae, what are you doing?” shouts Nav. “Why did you stop hacking?” 
 
    The other suit fires a rocket at Alexander. I gasp, frozen in place. Nav flips around our bullet shield and pulls me behind it. Sunny dives down. The explosion envelops our shield, but the flames don’t touch us.  
 
    “Fae, send me what you have so far,” says Nav. “I’ll finish the hack.” 
 
    I manage to send it as I stare at the explosion cloud surrounding Alexander. The smoke clears to reveal his cockpit blown off. Alexander lies there burned and motionless. 
 
    The monstrous Obliterator suit charges toward us with long strides, my laser turrets still firing on it unsuccessfully. The suit tosses the bullet shield away and raises its arm to crush Nav.  
 
    She doesn’t react in time as the suit slams down on her.  
 
    My eyes widen in horror, but somehow, the crushing blow passes right through her.  
 
    “Cube.” Nav’s voice comes from thin air a few feet away from her holographic lookalike. “Shut down its guns, release its grip, and open the cockpit.” 
 
    Nice, a vanishing, one of our favorite tactics in Silent City. 
 
    The suit opens, revealing a stunned guard inside, who fumbles for a weapon. 
 
    Nav appears, grabs him with her enhanced arm, and tosses him upward. The screaming man spins like an Olympic diver, and a turret laser burns him in two. The pieces of his body thump on the ground.   
 
    I run to Alexander. His clothes are scorched, his hair is partially burned, and half his face is red and blistered. His right eye is ruined. The sight of his injuries hits me like a boulder.  
 
    “Sunny, check him for life-signs.” 
 
    “He’s alive. Pulse fifty-five, blood pressure—” 
 
    “I don’t need his vitals. Nav, do you have a med-kit?” 
 
    Nav rummages through her backpack and takes one out. Alexander’s eyes flutter, and he groans in pain. Nav finds the tranquilizer and sedates him. She then takes out scissors and cuts away his shirt while I peel it back. The smell of burned flesh floats by me, and angry red blisters cover most of his chest, right arm, and stomach. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Nav says. “This must hurt like crazy.” 
 
    Hell. “What do we do with burns?” I ask. “Wash them?”  
 
    Nav shrugs.  
 
    “No, that’s not necessary,” says Sunny. “There should be burn patches in the kit. They’ll cool his skin, kill his pain, and accelerate his healing. They also have antibiotic cream to prevent infection. Cover every burn.” 
 
    “What about his eyes?” asks Nav.  
 
    “His right eye looks severely burned. Cover it,” says Sunny. 
 
    “Sunny, keep watch on the buildings while we treat him,” I say. Luckily, we have time since my turrets control the courtyard. 
 
    Just in case, Nav and I grab the bullet shield to protect us, then quickly apply burn patches. My stomach is twisted with anxiety, and my nerves cause my hands to shake. 
 
    When we’re done, Alexander is closer to a mummy than a man. I wring my hands. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” says Nav. “It’s time to run.” 
 
    I don’t move. “We won’t get far unless we take them all out.”  
 
    Nav frowns and adjusts her headband. “They killed my father and should die, but the suit won’t fit inside the building. There are probably thirty more guards in there. We have a car waiting. I think we can elude them.” 
 
    “I agree with Nav,” says Sunny. “It’s better to run now that we have you.” 
 
    “No. If we leave them, they’ll contact others immediately to hunt us down. We have to finish this.”  
 
    Nav shakes her head. “But—”  
 
    I hold up a hand. “I have my q-link. I can do this with low risk.” 
 
    Nav looks uncertain but nods.  
 
    “Help me put Alexander in this other Obliterator suit for now. I’ll mark it as a friendly to the turrets.”  
 
    We heft him inside. 
 
    “Come on, Nav. I’ll need your help with this next part.” I stride toward the building the guards ran into. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” says Sunny.  
 
    I wave for him to follow. After today’s rescue, I’ll never deny him again. We enter into an empty hallway, which runs for twenty feet and then turns. 
 
    Doubt creeps into my stomach.  
 
    I clench my jaw and force it away, but my bruised face aches with the motion. My program to control the Evo worked perfectly when I tested it back at the base. They will not be able to resist me.... I’m pretty sure.  
 
    After I hack one, could the others update before I can corrupt them all? Maybe. I had better modify my drone networking program to work with Evos. Then I can do it all at once. 
 
    “Nav, Sunny. Guard this corner. I need time.” 
 
    I begin to alter the program.  
 
    “Do you need help, Fae?” asks Sunny. “I’ve been improving my coding skills.” 
 
    I didn’t know that. It’s funny that my Foster Buddy wants to help me create a program to hack Evos. Americus wouldn’t have liked that. “I can do it. Just watch for guards.” 
 
    He nods, and his stun baton pops from his wrist, only it’s different now with some type of barrel. Looks like he upgraded himself again.  
 
    The programming flows quickly and naturally. My mind is sharper, expanded by my urgency and purpose.  
 
    A guard runs around the corner, his gun lowered. Nav shoots, her cannon roaring. The bullet punches the man back against the wall, ripping a gaping hole through his chest.  
 
    Hell, that gun is crazy. I wish I had a cybernetic arm.  
 
    Nav holds the smoking gun, her legs firmly planted shoulder-width apart, her eyes locked on the corner. She looks courageous and deadly, like Blaze herself.  
 
    A guard flashes in the corner of my vision from the entrance behind us, his gun pointed at Nav’s head.  
 
    I gasp. “Nav!” 
 
    Sunny spins around before anyone can react. Lightning arcs out from his modified stun baton to strike the man.  
 
    The man’s eyes glow with electricity as the energy courses through him. He collapses on the ground, convulsing.  
 
    I stare at him, my mouth agape, not even sure how he avoided the turrets on the way in. 
 
    Nav looks from the guard to Sunny. “Oh my God, thanks. That’s some weapon you have there.” 
 
    Sunny smiles. “You’re welcome. I designed it myself.” 
 
    I start to wonder if the guard is dead as steam rises from his body. He groans and stirs. Nav raises her cannon to the man.  
 
    “Where am I? What’s going on?” asks the guard, not bothering to reach for his gun. He looks at us. “Who are you guys?” 
 
    Why is he saying that? It’s as if he doesn’t know what’s going on. Wait…could it be? “I think the electricity shorted out his Evo!”  
 
    Nav lowers her gun. “We can save people like this.” 
 
     “You’re a prisoner,” I say to the guard. “You were in an accident, and you lost your memory. Don’t move.” 
 
    The man looks around wildly. “A prisoner? No. I’m an accountant. What are you talking about?” He leaps up, and before any of us can react, he sprints outside.  
 
    “Don’t,” shouts Nav.  
 
    The turrets fry him, his scream echoing in the hallway. 
 
    Nav purses her lips and shakes her head. “At least we can save the others.” 
 
    “Keep guarding the halls. I need a little bit more time,” I say and continue programming.  
 
    “A large group of guards is approaching our position,” says Sunny.  
 
    Nav glances at me, her cannon ready. 
 
    I finish my network program and access my puppet program. “There’s no more danger now. You can lower your gun.” 
 
    Nav looks at me uncertainly and keeps her cannon elevated. 
 
    “Chim, freeze everyone,” I say. 
 
    Guns clatter to the ground just around the corner as the frozen guards’ hands go limp. Nav peeks into the connecting hallway.  
 
    She turns back, her eyes wide. “That’s amazing, but kind of scary. Let’s short out their Evos. I want those truly responsible for my father’s death to pay, but those who were controlled, should live.” 
 
    Her words give me a thought. Maybe all of them weren’t compelled. My stomach tightens at the thought of twenty complicit traitors, free of the Evo, suddenly charging with murderous intent. 
 
    I could accelerate their hearts until they explode to be safe, or even keep them as soldiers, but it would be wrong. Most probably were controlled. We can hook Sunny up to one of the robo-suit’s fusion engines to give him extra power and shock the guards to free them.  
 
    “We’ll shock them one at a time in case some weren’t compelled,” I say. “The innocent will live.” 
 
    Nav favors me with a broad, radiant smile.  
 
    Her expression is one I’ve only seen a few times. She’s proud. I remember my mother’s loving face and full smile when I first learned what proud meant. She showered me with affection because I could multiply three-digit numbers in seconds at the age of four. I had no idea how advanced that was at the time. 
 
    “Chim, assemble a map for the building’s interior and mark all Evo locations.” 
 
    My q-link beams sound waves to map the building. A layout of the structure materializes before me. All of the guards are represented by red, human-shaped gridlines. Several are just in front of us.  
 
    “Chim, have them all gather in this room,” I say, pointing to a spot on the map.  
 
    The guards in front of me and the others throughout the building move to the indicated room.  
 
    “Chim, scan for any lifeforms without the Evo.” 
 
    “There is one.”  
 
    A red figure flashes in a room down the hall.  
 
    “That must be Captain Bosu,” I say. “He’s the one who tortured Americus.” And nearly took over my mind. 
 
    Nav lowers her eyebrows. “Let’s get him.”  
 
    Nav puts her arm around me, and we trot toward the room, Sunny following. A jolt of pain hits me with each step. We reach Bosu’s location, but a steel door bars the entrance.  
 
    “Come out,” I command. 
 
    “You are nothing. I’m one of the chosen. Leave now or die,” yells Bosu.  
 
    I try the knob. It’s locked.  
 
    The door looks robust but thinner than the one at Xyphotech. I glance over at Nav’s chrome arm, which glistens from the overhead lights. “Can you break in?” 
 
    She punches it twice, sparks flickering from the impacts. It groans and bends. She smashes it again, and it flies off its hinges into the room. It slams into a watercooler, knocking it to the ground and spilling water around it.  
 
    The man that shattered my wrists and drilled Americus lies sprawled on his back. His rat-eyes stare at me as he reaches for his gun. Sunny dazzles his eyes. Bosu screams and covers them. 
 
    “Director Tempton will make you pay for this,” he says with a growl.  
 
    “He’ll be the next one to find out what happens to those who cross me,” I say. “Kill him.” 
 
    Bosu scrambles backward. 
 
    “This is for you, Dad,” says Nav as she pulls the trigger. A bang splits the air, loud despite my hearing protection. 
 
    A hole erupts in the man’s chest, and he falls limp.  
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Nav, Sunny, and I survey our campsite in a forest forty minutes east of the NIA headquarters. Alexander lies on a cot, still sedated. We looted the compound before we left as if we just thrashed a raid boss in some MMO. We took both Obliterator suits, the damaged one for parts. We also secured enough food and water for months and weapons, armor, and tactical equipment to arm a group of thirty. Nav even found my Torg nine-millimeter.  
 
    We left the guards we shocked in the compound’s prison cells to give us time to escape. We kept the few non-compelled, evil ones in a separate cell.  
 
    Nav looks down at my bruised and bloodied skin with a deep frown. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    Sunny shakes his head, his eyes dim.  
 
    The memory of hopelessness resurges in my mind as I remember the pain of my shattering arms, the mass of guards savaging me, and then them nearly taking over my mind. 
 
    I won’t ever be that powerless again. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Maybe someday.” 
 
    She nods reluctantly. “Do you need any medical attention?” 
 
    Nav, always taking care of me, despite everything I’ve done to her. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “At least let me get you some painkiller,” she says, then locates it in a pack. “It’s the good stuff.” 
 
    She injects me, and a numbing wave expands through my body until my pain is a horrible memory. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” says Sunny. “It appears you forgot your clothes today.” 
 
    Nav laughs and shakes her head. 
 
    I chuckle. “Good one.” 
 
    “It’s not a joke. You really don’t have clothes on.”  
 
    “I know. I was hot.” 
 
    He grins. “No you weren’t. They took them, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, you nut.” 
 
    “Let’s clean off the blood and find you something to wear,” says Nav.  
 
    She brings some water over and gently scrubs me clean, then she rummages around in another pack and hands me shorts and a tank top.  
 
    After I dress, Nav and I find a box of plant-based MREs, then sit on a couple of camping chairs.  
 
    “I can’t believe we almost lost Alexander,” I say, between mouthfuls of the MRE. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” asks Nav. “It must have been especially hard for you to see Alexander get hurt.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Fae, I know you like him.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.”  
 
    She looks at me skeptically. “Sure.”  
 
    “I feel terrible about it, though. It was my fault.” 
 
    “We did our best,” she says. “Don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “Will he heal okay?” I ask Sunny.  
 
    “He has extensive second-degree burns. If he wasn’t treated, he might have died. He should live now, except he’ll likely be blind in his right eye. His left eye also appears damaged but should heal.” 
 
    Oh hell. Blind? I can’t believe I froze again. What’s wrong with me?  
 
    Nav squeezes my hand, then pulls me into a hug. As always, I feel safe and warm in her strong embrace. 
 
    Alexander groans, then props himself up. Ron Paul sits on the cot bobbing his head. It’s a sad reminder of Americus’ death. Alexander manages a smile at seeing me.  
 
    I walk over, trying to look positive, but it’s too sad to see him hurt.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. I feel fine,” he says, his voice raspy.  
 
    I squeeze his unburned hand. “You feel fine because of the pain killers. Your burns are extensive, and I’m not sure about your one eye.” 
 
    “I’ll be good as new soon.” 
 
    After a few moments of silence, I ask, “What happened back at our base?” I’m not sure if I even really want to know, but maybe it will help me get closure.  
 
    Nav and Alexander look at each other and then back to me.  
 
    “They came on us shortly after you left,” says Nav. “Alexander, Sunny, and I were chatting in one of the rooms. Gunshots and screams alerted us to the problem. The alarm system never went off.” 
 
    “It would have been different if we had the machinegun turrets,” says Alexander, clenching his fist. “But we didn’t.”  
 
    “Alexander held them off in the hall as we fled through a secret exit,” says Nav.  
 
    “I ended several of the attackers, but there were too many,” says Alexander. “I had to drop the steel barrier and escape. Too many good people died. It wasn’t my finest moment.”  
 
    “It was terrible, Fae,” says Sunny, his eyes dim, and his mouth turned down. 
 
    I hate that he had to experience it. I’m also surprised by how much it seems to be affecting him since he doesn’t have emotions. “So, everyone else died?” I ask, dreading the answer.  
 
    “Brandon escaped too. Everyone else died terribly,” says Nav, lowering her head.  
 
    Even Alexander, who’s never serious, frowns and looks away. 
 
    My heart sinks. I wasn’t close to any of them, but the loss of life sickens me. If only I spoke up.   
 
    At least Brandon lived. Nav clearly likes him, so even though I’ll always be wary of him, I’m happy for her. “Where is Brandon?”  
 
    “We kept him from the rescue mission to build another resistance if we failed,” says Nav. “I’ll contact him with our location.”  
 
    Smart. “When I saw you guys charging in, I just about lost it. I was terrified that you were going to be cut to pieces.” 
 
    “Of course, Alexander wanted to rescue you right after we were attacked,” says Nav. “We almost tried, but something told me it would be worse than we thought. I made him delay to secure the bullet shield, and I prepared the Liberator drone hack.” 
 
    “Good foresight,” I say.  
 
    “Thanks. After our preparations and Alexander’s tactical planning, I was more confident we’d save you.” 
 
    “The odds of success were still against us,” says Sunny.  
 
    Alexander shrugs. “True heroes have to be sure of themselves.” 
 
    I think about all the last second, desperate things we did to survive and how Alexander nearly died anyway. I can’t imagine how horrible that would have been. 
 
    “How did you guys shut down the turrets and put up the jamming field?” I ask. “Did you hack it, Nav?”  
 
    She looks down and frowns. “I couldn’t. I tried but couldn’t. We captured a guard outside who didn’t have the Evo. Neither of us wanted to torture him, so Alexander gave him—” 
 
    “It’s over now,” says Alexander, looking more flustered than in the middle of battle.  
 
    I look back and forth between them. “What did he give him?”  
 
    Nav looks at Alexander, and when he doesn’t say anything, she says, “He gave the guard his dad’s gold medal to get the base codes.”  
 
    My eyes widen at that. He gave it up to save me, and Americus, I guess, but still. Diablo.   
 
    Alexander’s lips turn down. “He was already thinking about deserting, and he thought it was pure gold,” says Alexander. “The fool. It’s silver in the middle. Plus, we were going to kill him if he didn’t. I carved Fiore on the back so I can find it again.” 
 
    I look at him and admire the side of his rugged face that’s unburnt. He rescued me and gave up his medal. I can’t believe I ever doubted him. “I’m sorry you had to do that.” 
 
    He waves a hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. I’ll win several once this is over.” 
 
    I glance at his bandaged eye, not as sure. “Yeah, but it was your dad’s.” 
 
    A grimace touches his face. “Do you seriously think I hesitated for even a moment? I was ready to risk my gorgeous body for you and Americus.” He looks down at himself. “Well, formally gorgeous body. Either way, it was an easy decision.” 
 
    Nav and I share a look and shake our heads. 
 
    Nav’s expression darkens. “I know it will be tough to talk about, but I need to know, Fae. What happened to my dad?” 
 
    I knew that she would ask, but the words slam into me like a mortar round. I can’t hide this from her as I did her husband’s death. I hid that for too long now to tell her, but this is fresh.  
 
    I rub Sunny’s dent. “It was hell, Nav. Captain Bosu ordered his guards to power drill Americus’ feet and hands for hours. He didn’t give up anything until Bosu broke my first arm. Then Bosu shot Americus seven times in the legs. The guards had given him a coagulant to slow his bleeding and more blood so they could torture him for days until he gave up Gabriel. If he didn’t break, they were going to install the Evo and kill him afterward.” 
 
    She gasps. “Oh my God.” Then her shock turns to anger as she clenches a fist. “That scum, Bosu, will rot in hell forever for what he did.” She shakes her head with a growl.  
 
    My heart flutters, and I step back.  
 
    “Wait. If they were going to torture him for days, why did they kill him early? Did he give up Gabriel? Or try to escape or something?”  
 
    The world spins around me, and I expect at any moment for it to unravel like poorly designed code. I want to lie as I have my entire life. But how can I lie to her again after all the wrong I’ve done to her? My legs wobble, then give out from under me. My knees hit the grass, but I manage to stay on them.  
 
    “He was in so much pain, Nav,” I say. “He was screaming for hours. You have no idea how horrible it was and how much agony he was in.” 
 
    She kneels in front of me and rests her hands on my shoulders. “What? What are you saying?” 
 
    “He wanted me to do it; he told me to do it. I didn’t want to,” I say frantically.  
 
    Her eyes widen, and she steps back from me. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    I open my mouth to talk, but no words come out.  
 
    “What happened?” she demands.  
 
    I force myself to speak. “After a while…the guards holding me grew lax. I slipped out of their grip and stole Captain Bosu’s gun. I knew there was only one bullet left, and they’d capture me again, but I thought it was worth it to kill Bosu. Americus told me to kill him instead. He didn’t want to give up Gabriel and thought there was no hope, just like me.”  
 
    Nav stands there in shock, Alexander looks dumbfounded, and Sunny grabs my hand. 
 
    I bow my head. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. Please Nav. You have to understand. I didn’t want to.” 
 
    I feel her hand rest on my shoulder again, and I hesitantly look up.  
 
    “I’m not mad at you. It’s terrible, and I’m heartbroken, but every ounce of my anger is directed at the NIA. You were right to grant my dad’s wish. I don’t even know how he held out during all that pain. And even though I don’t like Gabriel, I know my dad would have hated giving him up.” She pulls me into a tight hug. 
 
    I bury myself in her embrace and break down into tears.  
 
    Alexander rubs my shoulder, and Sunny pats my arm.  
 
    “I would have done the same thing, Fae,” says Alexander. “I’m sure he was grateful.”  
 
    I feel sick that I caused Americus’ death and Alexander’s injuries. Despite my failings, my friends risked everything to free me, and I love them for it. I’ve been wary of people my entire life. Trusting them has always blown up in my face. But it’s different now. Before, I was staying until I atoned for the blimp disaster, but now I pledge myself to them no matter what. Not just out of guilt for what I did to Nav but out of love for what they did for me. I’ll protect them at the risk of my life because now, nothing is more important to me than my three friends are.  
 
    I look at them with awe, meeting each of their eyes. “I really thought I was finished at that prison. The fact that you guys rescued me means everything. No matter what, I’m here for all of you, and I’ll never leave.” 
 
    “I always knew you’d stay,” says Alexander. “You’d miss me too much if you left.” 
 
    I shake my head at him. Despite his injuries, he’s still Alexander.   
 
    “I thought we lost you,” says Nav. “It would have been crushing, but you’re going to be okay now.” 
 
     “Now we just have to make sure you’re not captured again,” says Sunny. “If someone is tricking you, don’t fall for it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    Alexander pats Sunny’s back. “Wise advice, Sunshine.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    The evening sun clings to the sky, casting long, dreary shadows from the trees. Sunny, Nav, and I stand around a rectangle of freshly mounded dirt. Alexander sits in a camping chair. A memorial rifle sticks out of the ground at the head of the grave. After saying words for Yumi, Astrid, Silas, Asher, and all the others, it’s time for us to remember Americus.  
 
    Nav looks at me and then back to Americus’ grave with a frown. “My father was a proud man with strong principles. He was a student of history and knew more about the revolution and past government than anyone I know. He was a patriot and a leader. America will forever be in his debt…”  
 
    Her lip quivers, and tears well in her eyes. I reach up and rub her back, my hand gliding on her silky shirt.  
 
    She wipes at her face. “I haven’t been very close to him for a long time, but in my childhood, I adored him. He used to tell me about tragic government cover-ups, his ideas about freedom, and about the revolution and why we needed it. I’d sit there for hours listening to him, and it wasn’t just because I was interested. It was because he was my father. Dad, I’ll always remember you as the man who told me stories as a kid. I love you. Goodbye.” 
 
    I’m silent for a moment, then say, “Sunny, do you want to say some words?” 
 
    He steps up to the grave, his green mouth frowning. “Americus tried to kill me once.” 
 
    Well, that’s a strange opening.  
 
    He continues, “It’s because he thought that I could be a threat. He decided I’m not and welcomed me to the team. He even defended my life when it was at risk. It was good to feel like I belonged. I’ll miss you, Americus.” 
 
    I look at Sunny. Sometimes he amazes me. I programmed him to want to spend time with humans and relate, but he’s gone so far beyond what I imagined. Does he really care that Americus is dead, or is he just saying that? 
 
    Alexander holds his fist out to the grave as if he expects Americus to climb out and bump it. “Americus was a heroic leader in the mold of Marcus Aurelius, the philosopher-king, and Navin Briggs, the freedom-lover and liberator. He was the founder of our great Loyalist Militia. He trained us and galvanized us to fight. Navin Briggs once said, if I fall, you must pick up the torch and burn the corruption…no that’s not it. Pick up the torch and spread the fire of change because…” 
 
    Nav cocks her head to the side.  
 
    “I don’t know. Something about starting anew. Americus would have known,” says Alexander.  
 
    Sunny waves to us. “It’s, if I fall, you must pick up the torch and spread the fire of change because, through this fire, we will scorch the corruption clean and start again.” 
 
    “Yes. I knew it,” says Alexander. “Americus, we’ll rebuild, and we’ll burn the corruption.”  
 
    Ron Paul flaps his wings on Alexander’s shoulder and says, “Burn.”  
 
    Alexander pets the bird, then nods to me that he’s finished.  
 
    I wring my clammy hands while I think of what to say, then step up to the grave. “I didn’t know what to think about Americus at first, but it wasn’t long before I saw his kind side. He made sure I had food, taught me about history, and gave me a home. I really wish things could have been different. I owe a debt to you, Americus. I’ll keep Nav safe no matter what. Goodbye.” 
 
    Nav smiles at me, but it’s a sad smile. She turns to leave, her shoulders slumped. We all walk back to the camp in silence, the mood dour. Alexander sits at the base of a tree, his bandaged head lowered. Sunny wanders toward some boulders and summons Bean.  
 
    “I’m going to the tent,” says Nav.  
 
    “I’ll be there in a little while,” I say. “I want to be alone for a minute.”  
 
    She frowns and trudges toward the tent, dragging her feet.  
 
    Poor Nav. It must be horrible to lose a husband and father in the span of a few months. At least Americus said he loved her. I can’t imagine what she must be feeling. When she lost her husband, she had almost killed herself. If I didn’t call, she’d—  
 
    A worry twists my stomach, and I jog to the tent. I throw the flap open. Nav sits on her cot, her eyes wet and puffy. Her huge handgun rests on the bed next to her.  
 
    My heart drops, and I freeze, not wanting to spook her.  
 
    She glances at her gun and shrugs. “I’ve lost so much. I’ll always miss Ty, and now Yumi and Astrid are gone. And then I was finally reconnecting with my dad, but now…” She lowers her head to cover her face.  
 
    A sick feeling grips my stomach. “I miss them all too. You still have me, Sunny, Brandon, and Alexander, though.” 
 
    She rubs her temple. “I can’t talk about this now. Can we do it tomorrow?” 
 
    I look at her gun. “Yeah, but at least assure me you won’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    She closes her eyes and says nothing.  
 
    “Alexander and I couldn’t handle losing you. Promise me.” 
 
    She hands me her huge gun. “You’re right. I won’t do anything until we talk.” She turns away and begins to sob. 
 
    My heart goes out to her, but I give her the space she needs and leave to check on Alexander. He lost his mentor and was injured. I can only hope he’s holding up better than Nav. 
 
    “I was in an accident, Mom.” I hear Alexander say from around the corner of my tent.  
 
    I start to leave but then pause. Is it wrong for me to eavesdrop again? Maybe. I peek to see him still sitting at the base of a tree. 
 
    “My baby. Are you okay? I’m going to come there and take care of you.” 
 
    Aww.  
 
    “No need to come, but I got badly burned and lost my eye,” he says. 
 
    His mom starts to cry.  
 
    Ooo. This is getting private. I should probably leave.  
 
    “I should heal fine except for my eyes,” he says. 
 
    “You lost both?” she asks in a shaky voice.  
 
    “One, but the other is damaged. I won’t be able to shoot in the Olympics,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. 
 
    So he’s not dealing with this as well as he pretended.  
 
    “I know that was your dream, but now there are more important things. Can you still fight to save us?” 
 
    “I won’t be able to shoot as well,” he says. “I don’t know if I can do this anymore. I thought that if I believed enough, I could do anything, but…” 
 
    “It’s okay to worry, but remember who you are,” says his mom. “You’re a Fiore. We never give up.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m not a hero,” he says, sounding defeated. 
 
    My stomach drops. If Alexander feels that way, what hope do we have? 
 
    “You’ve done incredible things. You saved Americus.” 
 
    “He’s dead now.” 
 
    “You saved Gabriel, Naveha, Sprite, and many of the other Loyalists.” 
 
    What? He calls me Sprite to her? 
 
    “I know, but I don’t know if I’m that person anymore.” 
 
    Oh hell. He sounds vulnerable and real. That’s not Alexander. I want to run over and hug him to take away his pain, but that’s not what he needs.  
 
    “Don’t say that. You’re Alexander Fiore, and the country needs you.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go, Mom. I’ll call tomorrow.” 
 
    I wait a few minutes, then leave my hiding spot and walk over.  
 
    He sits slumped over, covered in bandages, looking like he’s on his deathbed. A shadow lies under his exposed eye, and a deep frown tugs at his lips. The lingering smell of charred flesh invades my nose.  
 
    “Hey, how’re you feeling?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh hey, Sprite,” he says, sounding more cheerful than I know he is. “I’m fine. This is nothing.” 
 
    I don’t want to reveal that I heard him talking to his mom, but I need to address this. “I...accidentally overheard your conversation.” 
 
    He looks down, and after a long hesitation, he says, “I’ll never win a gold medal now because of my eyes. I can’t get vision enhancements in the Olympics, but if I don’t, I can barely fight with you guys anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. This is terrible. Maybe you—” 
 
    He holds up a hand to silence me. “I can’t talk right now,” he says. “I need to rest.”  
 
    He looks so defeated that it makes me sick. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    I wake up on my cot with a groan, my body sore from my recent beating and the uncomfortable bed. Nav sits against the wall of the tent, talking quietly to Sunny.  
 
    I blink my eyes several times, stretch, and then drink water. “How’re you holding up, Nav?”  
 
    She shrugs. “Not great. I’ve been talking to Sunny, but losing my father is crushing.” 
 
    “Sunny, do you mind if I talk to Nav alone for a bit?” 
 
    He shakes his head and leaves. 
 
    “You know why this is extra hard for me,” says Nav. “It’s my fault my dad is dead. If we didn’t delay, we could have saved him.”  
 
    I shake my head adamantly. “We all would’ve died without the bullet shield and the variations you made in my hacking program.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she says, “but that changes nothing. We’ve lost far too much.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever need to quote Alexander. “It’s true, but remember what Alexander told us? You can change your thinking, and it will change your life. Focus on me and what we still have.” 
 
    “How do I even know that you’ll stick around?” 
 
    Hell, not long ago, deciding that would have twisted my brain in knots, but there is no question now. “I said it before, and I’ll say it again. I am committed to you no matter what.” 
 
    She looks up, her sad eyes fixing on me. They linger as if she’s trying to determine the truth of my words.  
 
    “Besides, don’t you want to save everyone?” 
 
    She sighs, then nods, conviction returning to her eyes. “You’re right. We need to.”  
 
    Relief flows through me. I sit on the floor and settle my arm around her.  
 
    She twists and hugs me as she silently cries.  
 
    After a while, she pulls back. “It’s just so hard sometimes,” she says, her head lowered.  
 
    It sure is. “Always remember we all need you. Suicide is never the answer. I’m always here to talk, but you should see a counselor when this is over.” 
 
    She rubs her orange headband and smooths her tight curls. “I will. I’m also going to take my meditation to the next level and work on acceptance.” 
 
    Nav’s determination wakes something inside me. Something that has haunted me longer than anything else has. It’s time to open up about the Archfiend. I’ve never spoken about the experience to anyone, not even with Sunny. But I can’t think of a better way to connect with my closest human friend. Or a better way to finally move forward.  
 
    “I want to tell you something…” I say, staring at the knotty burn scar on my wrist.  
 
    “Anything. You know that.” 
 
    Where to start? “I consider all of my former foster parents, besides Barbra, to be demons. And all of my foster homes to be levels of hell. Six in all.” 
 
    Nav’s eyes widen. “Aww, Fae. I didn’t know it was that bad.” 
 
    “My first foster father, the Archfiend, is worse than all the others. I was only seven when it happened, but my fear and memories are just as real today.” 
 
    Nav squeezes my hand. “What happened?” 
 
    “The Archfiend probably wasn’t as big as I remember, but I’m sure he was as mean. He was a raging alcoholic, although I didn’t realize it at the time. I had a sister then. Her name was Nyx.”  
 
    Nav winces. 
 
    “She was younger than me, and I always tried to protect her. One day, when we were home alone, Nyx ate leftover chocolate cake but dropped some frosting on the carpet. I helped her clean her face and brush her teeth, then I did my best to get the stain out. It wasn’t enough. When the Archfiend came home and saw the smudge, his temper exploded. We tried to blame it on the dog, but he didn’t believe us. I took the worst of it at first as he beat me. I didn’t tell him the truth until he burned me with boiling oil.” I show her my wrist. 
 
    “Oh my God. He did that?” she asks, incredulously. “What did he do after that?” 
 
    “He pummeled my sister. I tried to stop him, but I was small and weak. Then he held me down and poured liquor down my throat. It was so much that I got sick for hours.” 
 
    Nav gasps.  
 
    “When I could move again without the world spinning, I left the bathroom to find my sister. She was on the carpet, blood coating her face, her arms sprawled out. I shook her, and when she didn’t respond, I kept shaking her. She was only five.” 
 
    “That son of a fascist.” 
 
    “He tied me up next to her when I wouldn’t calm down. It took me hours to escape the ropes, all while next to my poor silent sister. I called the cops, and the Archfiend is still in prison today. If he wasn’t, I might have gotten revenge by now.” 
 
    She rubs my back. “It’s horrible you had to go through that.” 
 
    Her kind eyes and support make me feel more connected to her than ever. “I think I’m finally ready to move on.” 
 
    “That’s why Ty and I wanted to start a counseling agency, to help people deal with things like that.” 
 
    “Soon this will be over,” I say, “and we can live the lives we want, but for now, we need to fight. I can do this, but I need my Blaze.” 
 
    “You have me,” she says, her eyes burning with determination. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I grab her gun from my bag and hand it back. At least part of the team is ready. Now for Alexander.  
 
    I exit the tent into a humid, sunny day and shield my eyes. I head over to our rations. A squirrel scurries up a thin pine tree to escape me.  
 
    I gather up breakfast and make some tea, then walk up to Alexander’s tent door. “Knock, knock. Mind if I come in?” 
 
    “Come back later,” he says, his voice hollow. 
 
    “I have breakfast.” 
 
    A moment passes, then he says, “Come in.” 
 
    I enter to see him propped up on his cot, his head lowered. What’s left of his hair covers his face.  
 
    I hand him his tea, put mine down, then remove the breakfast bars from my pocket. We eat in silence for a while. 
 
    Eventually, I ask, “Feeling better today?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I’m not in pain.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    He rubs the bandages covering his chest and sighs. “What are your darkest fears?” 
 
    The question surprises me, but I know the answer. “I’m most worried about losing Nav, Sunny, and you.” 
 
    He meets my eyes and holds them for a moment, then gives me a fond, if somewhat sad smile. “Mine was failing Americus.” 
 
    It’s more honest than I thought I’d get from him. He doesn’t like to show vulnerability. “Do you want to talk about what happened?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    But we need to if we have any hope of moving forward. Maybe if I open up about myself, he’ll follow suit. “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    He turns to me, looking interested. “Of course.” 
 
    At first, I think I’ll just tell him some small parts of my past, but it’s not long before I open up about everything. He listens intently, asking follow-up questions and grimacing at the details. When I’m done, he squeezes my hand. 
 
    “I had no idea things were so bad for you,” he says. “I don’t think I could have dealt with all of that. It must have been hard.” 
 
    I squeeze his hand back, grateful for his empathy. “Thanks again for saving me. When I saw you get hit by that rocket…” I shake my head. “I just don’t know what I’d do if I lost—” 
 
    “You won’t lose me that easily.” 
 
    “Still, I’m sorry I didn’t hack the Obliterator suit in time.” 
 
    He lowers his head, a gloominess washing over his face. “I had two dreams. To win gold like my father, and to save America. I can’t do either if I can’t see.” 
 
    I fidget with one of my curls as I consider what to say. He’s always been the confident one. How do I bring him back? He can’t get unfair vision enhancements, but… “Can’t you just get an unenhanced eye or one that can be set to normal for the Olympics?” 
 
    He shakes his head with a huff. “Oh, duh. I guess I could. That accident must have scrambled my brains.” He sits up straighter, and the shadow seems to recede under his eye. “But even that pales in comparison to losing Americus and failing to free the country.” 
 
    He’s right, but I need to convince him that this isn’t over. “I’ve been thinking about what you said before…about creating your reality.” 
 
    He frowns and lowers his head again. “I was wrong. I believed in myself entirely, and I still failed.” 
 
    His words are like a punch in the nose. “No, you were right.” 
 
    “I would have saved Americus then.” 
 
    Hell, what do I say to that? Losing Americus is a tremendous blow to our cause. 
 
    “I also would have stopped them from torturing you.” He looks down, ashamed. 
 
    “You stopped them from installing the Evo. You came when I needed you most.” 
 
    He considers that, then nods slowly. 
 
    “What if this setback, no matter how large, was what we needed to win?” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “What if this was part of the path to victory?” 
 
    “How could it be?” 
 
    Hmm. “Well, not only did you rescue me, maybe losing Americus and your injuries will drive us on even stronger.” 
 
    He rubs the stubble on his jaw and purses his lips as if in thought. After a moment, he nods, looking determined. “Maybe you’re right. No, not maybe, you are right,” he says, his voice more upbeat. “It’s not over. What was I thinking? I’m Navin Briggs reborn.” His shoulders push back, his half-bandaged, muscular chest puffing out. A smile stretches on his face, and his eye regains its fire. “I am creating my reality. It’s just not exactly how I planned it.” He faces me squarely. “I’ll destroy the NIA for hurting you, and I’ll fight on in Americus’ name until everyone is free. This I vow.” 
 
    A surge of pride overtakes me, and I grin back at him. Hell yes, Alexander. Hell yes.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    ∴ THE EYE OF PROVIDENCE ∴ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, I sit alone in my tent, thinking of ways to topple the NIA after listening to Nav and Alexander argue about it relentlessly. A couple of days ago, I managed to hack a small government archive and learn about the NIA’s robust defenses. When I told the others what we’re facing, their arguments got even more intense. I didn’t want to get involved until I had something real to contribute, and as of yet, I’ve had no breakthrough ideas.  
 
    Nav and I also worked on creating a program that could crack the NIA’s cybersecurity, which is ten times stronger than even Xyphotech’s. Nav had some interesting ideas to try, but nothing we did worked. If I can’t figure out how to hack them, we can’t show the world their crimes or destroy them.  
 
    The rest of the time, I relaxed with my three friends and Brandon, who arrived two days ago. I also had some private conversations with Alexander about our childhoods and futures. The more I get to know him, the more I admire his drive, dedication, and even-tempered nature.  
 
    I glance at Sunny, who sits on the floor, playing with his hologram, Bean. At least someone can have fun. I prop up my pillow to lean back, then shut my eyes and focus on the present. As I slowly exhale, I consciously relax my body, letting go of the tension in my stiff muscles.  
 
    My recent capture and Alexander’s accident try to push themselves into my mind, but I force them out and focus on the NIA. How can we defeat them?  
 
    They have at least twenty Mark2 security bots, two thousand operatives, missile turrets, sniper turrets, and the Air Force’s Liberator and Executioner drones only twenty minutes away.  
 
    If I can’t hack the NIA network from the outside, I’ll need to figure out how to get something inside. Unfortunately, the building has armor powerful enough to withstand all of our weapons. Even if they open the outer door to send out security bots, they have an inner door, which shuts before they open the outer one. They also scan all agents for unwanted tech daily. On top of that, Nav wants to save everyone who has the Evo. 
 
    The Obliterator suit would be excellent against the NIA’s Mark2 robots but couldn’t withstand their missile turrets. 
 
     The tank would have helped, but their missiles would probably blow that up too. I also don’t see how I can hack them or their non-networked robots. So what can we do? 
 
    Maybe if I try to meditate, I’ll come up with something. It seems to help Nav. I concentrate on my breathing, slowing my inhalations, and relaxing my muscles with every exhalation. I continue to breathe slowly, only focusing on the present moment until a calm serenity envelops me. Eventually, I let my mind wander.  
 
    Images of the base’s defenses and ideas on how to attack them drift through my head. I’m not sure how much time passes as I sit there when, finally, a complex plan forms in my brain. I smile to myself and step out of the tent. 
 
    Brandon sits at a camping table, tinkering with his wrist drone. Sunny watches. Alexander, who’s free from bandages, and Nav stand toe to toe, looking heated. Alexander shaved the burned side of his head, which is mostly healed thanks to our quick medical attention and the advanced healing patches. He looks like a Viking or pirate with his old facial scar, eye patch, and unique hairstyle. 
 
    “That’s crazy. We should find another group to join. We can attack them together,” says Nav. 
 
    “I agree,” says Sunny. “We need to increase the probability of victory.”  
 
    Alexander throws his hands up. “That will take forever. They know we’re on to them. They’ll improve their defenses. Navin Briggs would seize this opportunity.” 
 
    “He wasn’t nearly that dumb,” says Nav, raising her voice. 
 
    “You’re calling me dumb?” he asks, tapping his chest, incredulity plain on his face. “We have a Corefense Obliterator suit, tons of other weapons, and two strategically brilliant minds.” He indicates him and me. “We’ll win.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s enough,” says Nav. “Maybe we should leave for another country to get help. I want America freed as much as anyone, but we don’t have a chance without more people and more serious weapons.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” chimes in Brandon. 
 
    Alexander eyes him as he lets out a frustrated breath. “If we had those RX9 missiles, we could have breached the walls. I still can’t believe we got duped.” He scowls. “A bunker-buster bomb would work if we could get one.” 
 
    “We won’t be saving anyone from a vaporized headquarters at the bottom of a thirty-foot crater,” says Nav. It doesn’t matter anyway, we have no money for new weapons, and there’s no way we could pull a fifty-one percent attack after their new countermeasures. Besides, all of our contacts, including the weapons dealer, were compromised when my father was tortured into giving them up.” 
 
    “I know we can figure out a way,” says Alexander, shaking his head. “If you’d just work with me.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s impossible!” 
 
    With Americus gone, there’s a power vacuum, just like when I joined my guild in Silent City. As caring as Nav is and as fearless as Alexander is, I can’t have them making the decisions. We’ll lose if they do. They both supported Americus’ plan that ended in disaster, and they’ve made too many other critical mistakes.  
 
    Without me, we never would have discovered that the NIA expanded the Evo’s distribution, hacked them, and then overthrew our government. It’s time to believe in myself. If I had earlier, Americus would still be alive. I won’t deny my friends’ tremendous contributions and skills. I’d be dead without them, but I won’t be subservient anymore. 
 
    I’ve pledged myself to them, and I’m determined to meet their goals, but if we’re going to obliterate the NIA, I need to command, and the only way people will listen is if I’m StarFeather.  
 
    Alexander had said that the universe is mental. I can be whatever I want to be. Imagine it, believe it, do it. 
 
    I imagine myself as StarFeather, tall and dominant. I could do anything. I remember the time that my enemies pointed a hundred guns at my face, and I maintained my supreme confidence.  
 
    I smiled as I threw myself off a rusted railing on top of a skyscraper. The wind ripped at my clothes and then caught in my expandable wing, letting me glide to safety. I waved to my stunned enemies just before I detonated the Airburner bomb at their feet.   
 
    Believe it. I’ve escaped certain death and military prisons. I’ve breached impossible firewalls and saved my friends’ lives. I’ve dominated people’s minds like a god, all while being tormented by the ever-present demons of my past. And although I broke, I’m reborn with purpose.  
 
    Do it. I have always been StarFeather. I was born to lead. I plant my legs, facing the others, then push my shoulders back and lift my chin, like I did as the commander of FreedomFire so many times. 
 
    I breathe in slowly and feel energy surge inside me as if by changing my stance, I opened myself up to the power. I breathe out, my confidence now bolstered, and my drive resolute.  
 
    “Listen up,” I say, projecting my voice from my diaphragm.  
 
    They cut off from their arguments with a start and turn to me as if they forgot I was here. 
 
    I lock onto Nav’s eyes, holding them prisoner until she looks down. I meet Alexander’s sharp eye. Although I’m uncomfortable, I force myself to hold his gaze until he looks away as well.  
 
    “I’ve hesitated to speak up at times, but those days are over,” I say. “We need each other to become whole and powerful. Alexander, your endless knowledge about famous battles and military tactics put us on par with the enemy. And your brilliant shooting skills top their best,” I say as I rest my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He glances at my hand, then beams, his eye radiating strength.  
 
    “Nav,” I say, taking her hand. “You’ll find a way to help us save many people, and your wise coding skills are invaluable. Plus, you can punch through a brick wall with that arm.”  
 
    She nods, the set of her jaw and her furrowed brow showing a fierce determination.   
 
    “Sunny, your ingenuity, engineering skills, and big heart have saved the day more than once. And you’re the best friend a girl could have,” I say and rub his head. “And Brandon, you’ve accomplished more than most, and those experiences will help guide us. We’ve been through a lot, and yes, we’ve made mistakes. But that’s what we needed to happen in order to win. Together, we’ll destroy the NIA and break their illegal hold over our government. And I know exactly how to do it.” 
 
    Alexander gazes at me proudly, his eye holding mine. “Commander Luna! You’ve awoken.” 
 
    I grin at him. When I first saw Alexander, he was a cocky, thin nobody, but now he’s an accomplished, athletic champion. His scar and stubble that had made him look rough now make him look heroically rugged, especially with that eyepatch.  
 
    When he rescued me, he charged in like an over-powered gamer, his confidence a shield, thrashing noobs all over the place. The recklessness of it both thrilled and terrified me. 
 
    It was that last-second rescue and his near incineration that made me realize something…or at least accept it. I have a thing for Alexander.  
 
    I kept the truth from myself because the risk of losing him is so high. When this is over, though, who knows? Maybe I’ll take a chance.  
 
     “Welcome back, Fae,” says Sunny. “I’ve seen you win hundreds of battles in your game and know you can do this.” 
 
    “I fought with you in those battles, and I agree,” says Nav, “FreedomFire forever.” 
 
    “FreedomFire. Is that our new name?” asks Alexander. “Because it’s boss.” 
 
    “FreedomFire?” asks Brandon. “That’s funny because I used to play this game Silent City and that was my guild name.” 
 
    Nav eyes him, and then she gasps. “TigerShadow?” 
 
    “Wait…Blaze? I can’t believe I didn’t see it. You look just like your avatar. Maybe that’s why I thought you were pretty.”  
 
    She swats at him. “You flatterer.” 
 
    I can’t believe that it’s him. Now, he has that going for him too. 
 
    “And you also played, Fae?” asks Brandon. 
 
    “Yeah, guess who?”   
 
    “Then that would make you…wait…it can’t be.” His eyes widen. “StarFeather?” 
 
    I grin and nod.  
 
    “Commander. I can’t believe it!” he says. “Now I know we’ll win.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” asks Nav. “You figured out how to free the compelled people from the Evo?”  
 
    “I did,” I say. 
 
    “And deal with the military?” asks Alexander.  
 
    “Sure did. Also, a way to breach their walls and hack their network.” 
 
    The three of them nod, looking hopeful.  
 
    “Couldn’t we just steal their data and leave their destruction to someone else?” asks Sunny. 
 
    “No. This is personal,” says Nav. “The NIA killed my husband, my dad, and many other innocents.”  
 
    “I agree,” says Alexander. “I want to be the one to avenge Americus and free America.” 
 
    Ron Paul shifts his feet on Alexander’s shoulder and says, “Free America.”  
 
    “Plus, we need to get them back for what they did to Fae.” 
 
    I favor Alexander with a smile. “I understand where you’re coming from, Sunny. I don’t like the risk, but any agency we go to might be working with the NIA. We can’t trust anyone. Besides, they killed Barbra, chased away my dad, and made me kill Americus.” And even if they didn’t commit those crimes, I’d support my friends’ goals no matter what.  
 
    Sunny frowns but nods. 
 
    “So what are you thinking, Commander Luna?” asks Alexander.  
 
    “First, we’re going to need Gabriel and his Knights of Christ,” I say. 
 
    Nav scowls at the name. “We don’t need that scumbag. He can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “I agree with Nav on this,” says Alexander. “He’s a loose cannon.”  
 
    Says the other loose cannon.  
 
    “I’m with them,” says Brandon. “He killed our prisoner against orders.” 
 
    They’re right, but we need him. “He wouldn’t be my first choice, or second, or even hundredth. But he has the same goals as us, and he has things I need.” 
 
    “He tried to kill me,” says Sunny.  
 
    He said he accepted Sunny into his heart. For some reason, I believe him. “He won’t do it again.”  
 
    Nav narrows her eyes at me.  
 
    “He won’t,” I say. “Or he’ll suffer the same fate as anyone trying to hurt my friends.” 
 
    Nav frowns but nods. “I’ll tolerate him if we need him.” 
 
    The others agree.  
 
    “Alexander, do you have his contact info?” I ask.  
 
    “Americus gave it to me before he left.” 
 
    “Call him,” I say. “We’ll probably have to convince him to join us after what happened.” 
 
    Alexander calls on speakerphone.  
 
    “What do you want, boy?” asks Gabriel.  
 
    Not a great start.  
 
    “We need your help,” says Alexander. 
 
    “I don’t follow Americus’ orders anymore. He couldn’t even call me himself?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” says Alexander. 
 
    Silence on the other end.  
 
    “Are you still there?”  
 
    “What happened?” asks Gabriel, his voice suddenly brittle. 
 
    “Director Tempton of the NIA killed him,” says Alexander, leaving out my part. “We also have credible evidence that they’re responsible for the Evo takeover.” 
 
    Gabriel groans. “Those heathens will burn in hell for this, but first, they’ll face my wrath. I can bring fifty Knights and whatever else you need. Know this, though. I’m going to kill anyone who took the mark of the beast.”  
 
    Alexander agrees, his fingers crossed behind his back. I detail the plan to Gabriel, and we hang up. 
 
    “Alexander, I need your help planning the finer details of this mission,” I say, knowing he’ll love it and needing his expertise.   
 
    Alexander pumps his fist. “The tactical geniuses saving the day again!”  
 
    Ron Paul caws, then flies to a table. He snatches a beetle and gobbles it down.  
 
    I grin. “Nav, I’ll need your help devising a Trojan horse.” 
 
    “I’ve made quite a few in my day,” she says. “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Brandon, practice with your sniper rifle tonight. You’ll need to make a critical shot tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m on it, Commander,” says Brandon. 
 
    “And Sunny,” I say, “I need you to build an electrical device for the Obliterator suit.” 
 
    “Give me the details, and I’ll get to work.” 
 
    I look between them and couldn’t be happier with who I ended up with. Although the stakes are high for the country, I’m still more concerned about my friends. “Tomorrow, the five of us are going to take on the entire NIA establishment. They’re a powerful organization, but we will win, and they will pay.” 
 
    Alexander’s eye burns with determination. “Even though we’re massively outnumbered, like the legend Simon Montfort in the battle of Muret, I will devastate the NIA.” 
 
      
 
    ☼☼☼ 
 
      
 
    We park our cloaked military truck on the outskirts of the NIA compound. Everyone but Sunny and I leaps out and readies their AK710s, sidearms, and various grenades. I take a moment to review my plans for any last-minute alterations, always the perfectionist. My mind whirls through countless possibilities and solutions until my nerves start to choke me.  
 
    “This is a good plan, right Sunny?” 
 
    “It is. Plus, since you delayed the military with your faulty intel, we’ll have the time we need to pull it off.” 
 
    I nod, feeling bolstered. He’s right. We join the others and peek over the hill at the massive black cube that houses the NIA headquarters.  
 
    “Our taxpayer dollars put to good use,” says Brandon as he adjusts the strap of his three-oh-eight sniper rifle.  
 
    “Enslaving us with our own money,” says Nav.  
 
    “They won’t be around much longer when Sunny and I are done with them,” says Alexander as he pats Sunny’s back. 
 
    Sunny extends his electric gun and nods, an extra battery strapped to his body.  
 
    I fidget with my q-link as I examine the ominous structure. It has smooth, black, windowless walls and a flat roof. It looks more like something out of a dystopian sci-fi novel than a real government building.  
 
     I stand tall and fix my eyes on each of my companions in turn. “This is for everything. If we succeed here, we break the chains enslaving America. If we fail, the people will be choked by them for a thousand years. We won’t fail.” 
 
    Alexander thumps his chest. “Four heroes risk everything to achieve the impossible. That will be the tagline of our movie.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Five, and don’t forget about Gabriel’s fifty. 
 
    Alexander dismisses that with a flick of his hand.  
 
    “Are you ready, Brandon?” I ask. 
 
    The brawny man gives me a quick nod and adjusts his sniper rifle. “Ready, Commander.” 
 
    Commander Luna. I suppose it’s official now. “Don’t shoot until the robots fire to mask the sound.”  
 
    “Activate your hearing protection, everyone,” says Alexander.  
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever met someone so into protecting his friends’ hearing. Good call, though. I activate mine.  
 
    Alexander frowns at Brandon, who holds the sniper rifle.  
 
    I know it’s killing him that he can’t take the shot, and I’m sure he hates it even more that it’s Brandon who will, but Alexander said it himself, his good eye isn’t a hundred percent.  
 
    A murmur of distant voices catches my attention. A large group of protestors, holding crosses and signs, march toward the NIA structure.  
 
    As they get closer, Deacon Gabriel Ignatius O’Brien III preaches to them, his voice booming and passionate, “They have no rest day nor night, who worship the beast and his image. We will cleanse the earth of their foul presence, for God is our champion, and we cannot lose.”  
 
    His followers cheer and hold up signs that read: ‘The NIA is the Antichrist,’ ‘The No Intelligence Agency,’ and ‘Stop Devil Worshipers.’ 
 
    Alexander clenches a fist. “Here we go.” 
 
    I harden myself for the coming conflict. It’s something I’ve done a thousand times in-game, but none of them compare to this moment. This is for everything. 
 
    “This is an illegal protest,” comes from a speaker on the NIA building. “Protests have been banned under the National Defense Authorization Act. Additionally, trespassing on NIA property is a capital offense. Turn around immediately or face summary execution.” 
 
    Diablo! 
 
    “And people think I’m crazy because I don’t want psycho politicians in charge,” says Nav. “I wish my dad were here to see us take down these scum.” 
 
    “You have ten seconds to depart,” comes from the speaker. “This is your last warning before we open fire.” 
 
    Alexander grips his holstered sidearm, his knuckles white. 
 
    “Man. They’re nuts,” says Brandon.  
 
    Gabriel and the protestors march onward.  
 
    “Do not fear them, for the Lord your God is the one fighting for you,” says Gabriel.  
 
    “You have been warned,” comes from the speaker. 
 
    I zoom in with my tactical glasses. The armored outer door slides open, revealing ten Mark2 Security robots. The inner door is shut behind them. “Get ready, Brandon. As soon as you hear gunfire, take the shot.” 
 
    The Mark2 bots pour out onto the grassy field, sunlight gleaming off their chrome bodies. They fan out and charge toward the protesting Knights. The Knights of Christ don’t retreat, continuing to hold their signs proudly.  
 
    Brandon places his rifle on a tripod and puts his eye to the scope.  
 
    “Wait for it,” I say. 
 
     “Be strong, for the Lord will never leave you nor forsake you,” says Gabriel as he drops his sign to reveal a rifle.  
 
    The other Knights chant, “God is wise and powerful! Praise him forever and ever.” They raise their rifles.   
 
    The robots close like a mass of soulless demons, their blood-red eyes threatening death and their machine guns ready to deliver it.  
 
    Someone fires, and then the serenity of the blue sky and chirping birds transforms into a nightmare of smoke, gunshots, and screams.  
 
    Bullets tear into several Knights, and they collapse on the ground. The others scatter like a herd of antelope facing a lion.  
 
    “You were right, Fae,” says Nav. “We did need Gabriel. His holo-emitters tricked them into thinking he’s really there. We would never have gotten that range with q-links.”  
 
    I smile at the successful ruse and zoom in on the robots. “Take the shot, Brandon. If this doesn’t work, we’re not going to get a second chance.” 
 
    He pulls the trigger on his sniper rifle to deliver an adhesive bullet that holds a small computer. 
 
    Nothing happens.  
 
    Brandon curses. “It jammed.” 
 
    Alexander groans. “It’s because you never clean it. I told you.” 
 
    Brandon scowls at Alexander. 
 
    “Hurry up and clear the jam,” I say, my stomach tight with anxiety. 
 
    His hands fumble as he opens the gun to remove the jammed bullet. It seems like an eternity while I watch the holographic Knights and robots battle it out.  
 
    Brandon positions himself and fires again. A red streak appears in my glasses. It strikes a robot’s chest but drops to the ground.  
 
    “I hit it, but it didn’t stick,” says Brandon.  
 
    “That definitely should have worked. Take another shot,” I say, feeling sick. At least we prepared multiple adhesive rounds.  
 
    He shoots, and the bullet falls to the ground again. 
 
    Hell. “The robots must have a coating that makes the bullets not stick.”  
 
    “What do we do?” asks Brandon.  
 
    I let out a tense breath, and as my eyes land on the machine gun barrels, an idea comes to me. “You’ll have to shoot it inside their weapons the second they’re done firing.” 
 
    He raises his head from the scope and stares at me, his eyebrow cocked. “That’s impossible. Those are half-inch holes, and they’re five hundred yards away.” 
 
    I pull at my shirt. “You have to. There’s no time.” 
 
    “I’ll take the shot, Boss.” Alexander steps up, looking just as confident as ever and grabs Brandon’s rifle with an athletic arm.  
 
    For once, Brandon looks happy for Alexander to save the day.  
 
    I glance at Alexander’s eye patch and then his other eye. “But you can’t see.” 
 
    He raises his chin, looking supremely confident. “I can see well enough. I got this.” 
 
    I may have doubted him once, but no longer. “Do it.” 
 
    He kneels in position and lowers his eye to the scope.  
 
    All but a few holographic Knights are on the ground. The robots move in to ‘kill’ the last few. The remaining holograms drop until there’s only one. All twenty robots turn on it and fire.  
 
    Alexander shoots. The bullet streaks red in my vision and slips into one of the robot’s gun barrels. 
 
    Hell yes, Alexander! “This shot will make you a legend.” 
 
    Nav pats Alexander’s back. “Amazing.” 
 
    Sunny holds out his fist.  
 
    Alexander stands, bumps Sunny’s fist, and raises the rifle above his head. “For you, Americus.”  
 
    Brandon lowers his head, looking defeated. With the last fake protestor on the ground, the robots jog back inside.  
 
    Now we wait.  
 
    “What was the point of that diversion exactly?” asks Gabriel. 
 
    I turn to see the huge man, sipping his flask. Fifty other Knights crest the hill behind him, all wearing crosses and bearing rifles.  
 
     “Their entire compound is a shielded fortress with an inner door that prevented direct access,” I say. “I needed to get a computer inside to transmit a Trojan horse. It will send everyone at the NIA an email about updating their communication software. If one person clicks to update, I’m in their system. From there, I can shut down their defenses and open the building.” 
 
    Nav smiles and pats my back. “Isn’t she’s brilliant?” 
 
    “She is,” answers Sunny. 
 
    “Huh,” says Alexander. “It’s like a Trojan horse taking in another Trojan horse. The bullet is like the horse the Greeks gave to Troy, but the virus is another one, right?” 
 
    “The bullet isn’t much of a gift. It’s actually more of a stowaway,” says Brandon.  
 
    Alexander dismisses him with a hand gesture. “You don’t get it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your father, Naveha. He was a remarkable man and my best friend.” Gabriel raises his flask in a toast. “Rest easy, old friend.” 
 
    Nav purses her lips and looks down for a moment, sadness in her eyes. “Thank you for coming today.” 
 
    “No thanks necessary. I’m here on God’s work,” says Gabriel. “I wish I could have been there for Americus at the end. We’ll get them back for this.” 
 
    If you didn’t shoot our prisoner against orders… 
 
    My q-link chimes to indicate success.  
 
    “Hell yes,” I say.  
 
    Everyone stares at me.  
 
    Was that the first time I said that aloud? “I own their systems. Alexander, get in the Obliterator suit, and take the ladder to the roof. Cloak yourself and make sure to activate Sunny’s updated infrared shielding. Send me a message when you’re in position, and I’ll open a hatch. Everyone else, stay sharp.” 
 
    I activate my stealth programs and begin to download the NIA’s database of encrypted files.  
 
    “Don’t screw this up,” says Brandon. 
 
    “I’m too skilled to screw it up, unlike some people.” Alexander jumps in the suit, lowers his cockpit, and disappears. The ground crunches as he runs by.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me this part of the plan. What’s going on?” asks Gabriel.  
 
    The memory of him gunning down our evolved captive runs through my brain. I know that he thinks they can’t be saved. It’s probably best to lie to him.  
 
    “We figured out a way to destroy the Evo using electricity,” says Nav. 
 
    So much for that.  
 
    “Impossible,” he says. “God will not forgive anyone who has taken the mark.” 
 
    “He might not forgive them,” I say, “but they won’t be our enemies anymore. Most are being controlled like puppets.” 
 
    “They’re abominations,” he says. “We have to kill them all.” 
 
    “Gabriel, please,” says Nav. “For my father, let us try this.”  
 
    Gabriel grabs his cross. “Their blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. We must—” 
 
    “No.” I stand tall and meet Gabriel’s eyes. He’s four times bigger than I am, but I’m not intimidated anymore. “I’m not going to kill people that we don’t have to. Besides, this will create mass confusion and make our mission easier.” 
 
    His eyebrows dip in anger, making him look twice as imposing. “When did you get so bold?”  
 
    I stand there unwavering but say nothing.  
 
    After a moment, he sighs and nods. “I’ll give you one chance. God can judge them in the end.” 
 
    My q-link chimes, signaling a successful data download. At least there’s that. I upload it to my cloud storage, which will be sent to the world for someone to decrypt if we die.  
 
    “I’m in position, Commander Luna,” Alexander says through my q-link.  
 
    For this next step, I have to activate part of their system, but it shouldn’t be enough for them to locate my control program. “Chim, open the hatch and engage the building-wide sprinkler system,” I say. “Now, Alexander.” 
 
    He activates the electric gun that Sunny built for the suit, sending millions of volts into the water pouring down on everyone inside.  
 
    “All targets successfully shocked,” says my q-link.  
 
    We all wait in tense silence to see how many were being compelled and how many will still be combatants. Then Alexander can slip in during the chaos and take the director.  
 
    “None of the Evos were shorted out,” says my q-link.  
 
    Gabriel frowns and swigs his flask. Nav and Brandon look at me.  
 
    What? That’s not possible.  
 
    “What happened, Fae?” asks Sunny. 
 
    “I don’t…unless. Oh no. Maybe they have a different version of the Evo. Like a shielded military version.” All of a sudden, the entire plan falls apart. There will be no chaos, no distraction. Instead, thousands of angry and armed operatives will be gunning for us.  
 
    Maybe by some miracle, they didn’t update the Evo’s firewalls. I activate my hacking program and check. I groan as I look over the code. The military version has a much more robust firewall. It would take hours to crack, assuming I could even do it. Looks like it’s plan C.  
 
    The ground crunches nearby, Alexander’s cockpit opens, and his suit materializes. “Did it work?” 
 
    “No. Their Evos are probably shielded,” I say. “We’re going to have to fight them.” At least they didn’t locate my program.  
 
    “Fine with me,” says Alexander. 
 
    Nav rubs her headband and frowns. “How can we possibly win now?”  
 
    I wring my hands. “I control their defenses. I can pummel them with their own missiles. But first, we need to take Director Tempton to make sure there’s no one else working for him. Who knows how long this data will take to decrypt or even if we’ll ever be able to do it?” 
 
    Alexander’s one exposed eye lights up. “I can still get him.” 
 
    It was the plan before when most of the operatives would have been out of commission, but now, he’ll be facing everyone. I couldn’t bear to lose him. But what choice do I have? We need the director.  
 
    I meet Alexander’s determined eye, sick with worry. “Bring him out, legend.” 
 
    He clasps my hand, his skin rough and warm. His intense gaze meets mine and lingers. My hand tingles, where he touches it, and I don’t want to let go.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Sprite,” he says. “I won’t die here. Our story is just beginning.”  
 
    I nod at his certainty, hoping it’s true. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I always am.”  
 
    Yite. “Your mission is to get the director,” I say into my q-link. “Do not try to take on every combatant. Do you understand?”  
 
    He shuts his cockpit. “That’s boss. You really want me to take them all out?” comes through my q-link.  
 
    “No. Alexander, I—” 
 
    “I’m kidding. I got it, Commander.” 
 
    But who really knows what he’s going to do? Alexander loves danger. “As soon as you’re detected, let me know, and I’ll trigger the indoor turrets to support you. That should help with your escape.” 
 
    I grab my hand where he touched me, hoping it’s not the last time. “Is everyone ready? As soon as he’s out with the director, we hit them with everything we have.” 
 
    Something buzzes in the distance and grows steadily louder as it approaches. My skin crawls at the all too familiar sound.  
 
    I look behind me to see a dark swarm of drones. It’s hard to tell how many there are, but it seems like enough to kill us all, especially with Alexander inside the building.  
 
    Our only chance is if it’s not the Air Force. Their advanced drones would obliterate us. “Chim, what is the drone classification?” 
 
    “Trexstar LR7 Defense Drones,” says my q-link.  
 
    So my diversion is still delaying the military. Good. It’s time to use Gabriel’s second gift. “Spread out and activate your bullet shields. Fire as soon as they’re in range,” I say, loud and clear. “We’ve got this.”  
 
    Nav inflates a shield in front of us and readies her hand cannon. Brandon raises his sniper rifle. Most of Gabriel’s Knights spread out and activate their own shields. Gabriel frowns at me, then barks my order at the few who didn’t move.  
 
    I control the base turrets and could shoot a missile at the drones, but then they’d locate my program easily. I can’t do anything like that until Alexander is closer to getting the director.  
 
    The bullet shields won’t protect us when the drones get overhead, but I only need so long to network and hack them. “Chim, access the closest drone.” 
 
    “They have no mesh connection,” says Chim. 
 
    Oh hell. “The drones are fully autonomous. I can’t hack them.” 
 
    Sunny frowns. “I never thought about that.”  
 
    The world seems to crumble around me as more of my plan unravels. I need another way, but what? Our weapons are poorly matched for the drones, and there are just so many of them.  
 
    A whirring grinding noise sounds nearby. I look around, confused as to what it could be. The ground twenty feet behind us opens, and a platform rises with thirty or so heavily armed operatives in full body armor. 
 
    Diablo! This wasn’t in the report. 
 
    “Kill the abominations, my Knights,” shouts Gabriel. “Cleanse the world.”  
 
    “Everyone in front of me, turn your bullet shields around,” I command. “Everyone behind, keep them in place for the drones.” 
 
    Then two more whirring noises sound as more troops rise from the earth. Bullets strike our shields and fall to the ground. We shoot back while Sunny dazzles their eyes. A few attackers scream, but none drop.  
 
    A bullet zings by, and I duck lower, adrenaline pumping through me. I can barely keep myself from rolling into a ball behind the shield as I return fire. An older Knight lurches back with a grunt, then a young woman is riddled with several rounds. She screams as she collapses.  
 
    A series of bangs ring out behind me. With a start, I whirl around to see the drones upon us. Their bullets drill into the ground, thump into bullet shields, or strike flesh. Several Knights fall and clutch their wounds.  
 
    Our people scramble to get behind cover. Some fire at the drones while others shoot agents, but we’re doing far too little damage. 
 
    Oh hell. I have to do something, or we’ll all die, but I can barely make myself twist back to the soldiers, my heart racing.  
 
    Our people scream in pain or rage as they unload their weapons. Although I hold my Torg, I can’t even make myself pull the trigger as I watch another Knight lurch back from a gunshot. It’s all over. We’re dead.  
 
    One of the NIA agents throws a grenade that arcs directly toward me. I stare at it, my eyes wide and my body rigid with terror. If I could only move, I could dodge out of the way.  
 
    Something zips by and grabs the grenade, then throws it back at the agents. It explodes, sending several attackers flying. I twist to see Brandon, his wrist drone re-attaching to his arm. He gives me a quick nod as he continues to fire.   
 
    I rip myself from my panic. The last time I froze, Alexander was nearly burned to death. I won’t be that scared girl anymore. I’m a leader; it’s time for me to lead.  
 
    I dash over to a supply crate that’s beyond our shields, bullets slicing by me. My fingers fumble at the clips, and then I have it open. I grab the rocket launcher and sprint back to our shield.  
 
    “Gabriel, take this,” I shout. “Fire at the troops.” I toss him the rocket launcher as my brain spins through options to deal with the drones.  
 
    Gabriel catches the weapon with a grunt, then fires several rockets into groups of agents. The munitions explode, throwing mangled people and body parts in all directions. The smell of blood and smoke fills the air. 
 
    My racing mind lands on Gabriel’s Xyphotech rescue, giving me an idea. A battery-draining grenade could wipe out the entire drone swarm, but how do we get it up there? I glance at Nav’s arm. As strong as she is, it’s still too far.  
 
    Oh! “Brandon, zip a battery-drainer up with your drone. We can disable the swarm.”  
 
    Brandon tugs a grenade off his belt and attaches it to his wrist drone. “These noobs are finished.”  
 
    His small drone zooms toward the swarm, then cloaks. The drones detect it at the last second and surge away from it. The grenade explodes before they escape. The drones pause in the air and then drop from the sky all around us.  
 
    Way to redeem yourself, Brandon! “Excellent work, TigerShadow.” 
 
    He beams as Nav pats his back.  
 
    The smoke clears to reveal a bloody field of devastation. Every attacker is down, but a few injured ones still groan with life. Disabled and burning drones litter the area.   
 
    The female Knight who was shot several times lies pale and lifeless. A burly Knight kneels at her side, praying, his eyes wet with tears.  
 
    Another Knight pulls himself from underneath a drone, gripping his leg. Several more Knights are bloodied and injured, agony showing on their faces. Brandon and Nav are fine, so I look to Sunny. 
 
    “I’m undamaged,” he says. 
 
    “Miriam,” says Gabriel to a thin woman with pale skin. “Take the first division and finish off these abominations.” 
 
    Miriam motions to five other Knights. They dash around, executing any agent who moves.  
 
    “Joshua,” says Gabriel. “Take the medics and treat our people.” 
 
    I lift my q-link. “Chim, disengage the infantry elevators.” We don’t need any more surprises.   
 
    “They’ve disrupted my cloak. I’m engaging,” says Alexander through my q-link. “There’s a huge mass of troops between me and the director’s office. Looks like they have rockets.” 
 
    Hell. “I’m activating the turrets. They’ll fire at anyone who isn’t you or the director. Get him as fast as you can. I won’t have long before they fight me for control of the system.”  
 
    “It’s game time,” says Alexander, gunfire and screams echoing behind him. 
 
    “Everyone, reverse your bullet shields and ready your weapons,” I shout.  
 
    “Move, Knights,” says Gabriel. “Do not be afraid or discouraged because of this vast army. For the battle is not yours, but God’s.” 
 
    “The turrets have taken down most attackers,” says Alexander,” but there are several agents hiding in protected alcoves. I’m going in.” His cannons fire in the background. “They’re nothing compared to me. I’m almost there.” 
 
    I check my hold on their system just as fifty cybersecurity personnel locate my interference and combine their power into four attacking programs. Each one is super complex and easily more powerful than anything I’ve faced. 
 
    A sense of dread rushes through me. If I lose control, Alexander will be killed.  
 
    “I have Tempton,” says Alexander. “I’m ready to extract.” 
 
    I planned on opening the lower door, but there’s no time. “Go out the roof hatch and hurry. I’m about to lose control of their system.” 
 
    Their four-pronged assault is relentless. I switch my focus from one of them to the next, bolstering code anytime they start to breach my program’s walls. Every time I switch, it takes a moment to get up to speed again. I can’t keep it up.  
 
    “Nav, help me defend my system,” I say. 
 
    She joins the fight, filling in where I fail. She patches code after code, but it’s like trying to hold up a crumbling bridge. 
 
    Alexander appears on the roof in his twelve-foot suit, holding a white-haired man. He leaps.  
 
    My stomach twists as he falls the forty or fifty feet to the ground. I know the suit can take it, but what about the old man in its arms?  
 
    Alexander lands, absorbing much of the impact in the suit’s legs. The man jerks in his arms, but not as bad as I worried.  
 
    “Run,” I shout. “You’re still in the missile blast radius.” 
 
    My third firewall collapses, and they’re attacking my last one at an insane pace. It would have taken me an hour to break through, but it’s taking them seconds. I can’t switch my focus between the attackers quickly enough.  
 
    I try splitting my thoughts to plan a defense for two groups at a time. I can almost see how to do it, but it’s like trying to focus on the present through the smoking ruins of my past. Every horrific death that I experienced crawls into my mind, like mutated zombies looking for blood. I can’t let Alexander be one of them…but if I don’t fire soon, I’ll lose control, and we’ll all die.  
 
    I increase my hacking speed, but my tortured mind disrupts my focus. I touch the Evo around my neck.  
 
    I can’t. 
 
    Alexander sprints forward with giant strides, but he needs to go faster. My jaw clenches, and panic surges inside me. It’s happening again.  
 
    “Fire the missiles,” shouts Gabriel.  
 
    Alexander is still too close, but if I don’t fire now, they’ll take over. One missile strike will blow us to pieces and end our rebellion. My gut wrenches with the decision.  
 
    I can’t have Alexander end up like Barbra, Astrid, Yumi, and Americus. My hacking slows as my mind clouds even more. And then, in a flash of insight, I realize that my obsessions on the past are the problem. I always thought I had to relive my past horrors to avoid them in the future, but by reliving them, I never escaped them. It’s time to let go.  
 
    As I do, my head clears as if a mighty wind pushes aside the obstructing smoke. A burst of understanding sparks in my brain. Whereas before, I couldn’t fathom how to split my mind, it’s now as obvious as a children’s logic puzzle.  
 
    My mind splits into two pieces and then four, each equally as powerful as the others. I still can only hack one section at a time but can solve all the problems at once. I push back against their cybersecurity and strengthen multiple sections of code in my firewall, stalling their attack. An intense feeling of pride and amazement at my skills surges inside me. I am the greatest!  
 
    Nav’s eyes widen as she sees what I’m doing. “How?” 
 
    My firewalls hold, and Alexander must be far enough away now.  
 
    “Chim, target the NIA structure with all six missile turrets,” I say. “Fire.” 
 
    The six missiles slam into the roof in a deafening boom. We’re far away, but the shockwave blows my curly hair into a wild mess. An immense churning cloud of fire and smoke plumes upward as if the devil himself has unleashed hell on earth.  
 
    The black cube collapses in on itself, becoming a towering pile of rubble. Alexander disappears in a cloud of smoke. 
 
    My breath catches as I wait for him to emerge. Nav raises a fist to her lips, worry written on her face. 
 
    Alexander bursts from the smoke and charges forward, the director squirming in the suit’s grip.  
 
    Yes. We did it. It’s over!  
 
    “Praise God!” says Gabriel. “We have the Antichrist.” 
 
    His Knights of Christ whoop and thank the Lord.  
 
    Brandon lifts his rifle overhead and cheers. “Thank Navin. I knew you could do it, Commander.” 
 
    Nav hugs me with a broad smile on her face. “You’re the best hacker the world has ever known. You thrashed those noobs.” She turns and looks up. “It’s over, Dad. Like your hero Navin, we did it.” She kisses the wedding ring on her finger. “This is for you, Ty. We have our revenge.”  
 
    Brandon walks over and holds his arms out to Nav. She glances at her ring, then back to him, hesitating. Just as it looks like he might lower his arms, she steps in for a hug. He grips her tight, and she molds into his arms.  
 
    She deserves it after all she’s been through.  
 
    “Miriam,” says Gabriel. “Take B squad and surround the building. If anyone yet lives, kill them.”  
 
    The redhead squeezes the cross around her neck and jogs forward. “B squad, fan out around the perimeter,” she shouts. “Kill the beast’s minions.” 
 
    Alexander stops in front of me and opens his cockpit, holding Director Tempton by the waist in his suit’s hand. The man’s white hair sticks up, and his rumpled shirt is missing several buttons. He struggles to free himself, all his former composure gone. 
 
    “Victory,” says Alexander. “A perfect ending to my first legendary adventure. I’m looking forward to the next one,” he says and winks at me.  
 
    I shake my head at the goofball. I want to hug him and not let go. He was so close to death that seeing his smile again is like basking in the sun after a month of darkness. And now that we’ve won, I can be with him without worrying, assuming he even likes me, of course. I’m too shy to hug him, though, so I hold out my knuckles.  
 
    He bumps them, then looks back at the smoking rubble. “America is saved because of our brilliant planning.” 
 
    I feel the weight of the world fall from my shoulders.  
 
    “Like David slaying Goliath,” says Gabriel. “I believe you’re blessed by God, Fae.” 
 
    Diablo. That’s a lot to live up to. 
 
    A few gunshots bang in the distance, presumably the Knights killing anyone who survived the explosion.  
 
    “Now let’s get what we need out of this trash and end him,” says Alexander. He drops the director to the ground.  
 
    The old man leaps up to flee, but before he can take three steps, Nav grabs him with her enhanced arm and lifts him over her head. He twists around and strikes her in the face. She gasps, scowls, and then slams him to the ground. He grunts and gulps for air.  
 
    Gabriel’s Knights raise their rifles and Nav rubs her face, her eyebrows lowered.  
 
    Once Tempton catches his breath, he says, “You’ll never get away with this.” 
 
    I ignore him. “Chim, scan the area for non-friendly life-signs.” 
 
    “There are no NIA operatives remaining except for the director,” says my q-link.  
 
    The shameful loss of life makes me sick. I step up to the man, my fists clenched. “You killed countless people in your quest for power. You killed Barbra, Astrid, Yumi, and Americus. You think you can enslave us? You’re wrong. We’re FreedomFire, and we’ll always keep America free.” 
 
    The director stares at the ruined and smoking NIA building, then looks at me. His eyes are but a shadow of the reptilian ones I saw back at my last prison. “I won’t try to run again,” he says, then stands and adjusts his blue suit and tie.  
 
    “Everyone, stay sharp,” says Gabriel.  
 
    “I see that I’ve underestimated you again, Fae.” Tempton chokes out a sad laugh. “You beat the most complex cybersecurity in the world. Your mind must be waking up.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask. “Tell me what you know.”  
 
    Gabriel touches his cross and speaks to the sky. “We’ve done it, God. I praise your glory. And now, we purge the Antichrist in your name.” 
 
    The director squints at Gabriel, ignoring me. “What are you talking about? I’m certainly not the Antichrist.” 
 
    Gabriel steps up, grabs the man’s shirt, and pulls him close. “You dare lie in front of our Lord?” 
 
    The director’s eyes widen, and he clutches at Gabriel’s steel grip. “Put me down. I’m not in charge, and there are many others.” 
 
    Nav deflates, suddenly looking worn. Alexander nods like he’s ready to keep fighting right now.  
 
    Gabriel shakes Tempton, the veins popping out of his bulging muscles. “You lie, demon. Tell me the truth.” He shoves the director with a growl.  
 
    The man sprawls on his back in the dirt, his tie flipped over one shoulder. Gabriel whips out his pistol and targets the man. Director Tempton raises a shaky hand. 
 
    I hustle in front of Gabriel and touch his shoulder. “Gabriel, wait.” 
 
    He eyes me as if he’s considering swatting me aside.  
 
    “Maybe he’s not really the Antichrist,” I say. “We need to know.” 
 
    Gabriel looks at me for a long time, then lowers his gun. “He does seem awfully weak. Maybe you’re right.” He steps back and swigs his flask.  
 
    I wheel on the director. “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you let me live.” 
 
    Nav turns to me. “He’s responsible for so many deaths, and I hate him, but we can imprison him instead of killing him.” 
 
    Gabriel scoffs. “This abomination killed your father. He needs to die.” 
 
     “I agree,” says Alexander. “We need to balance the scales.” 
 
    And I agree too. Even if just for Barbra, Director Tempton should suffer a horrible death, but… “If this really isn’t over, we need information. Of course, he should die, but our main goal is to save America, not get revenge.” 
 
    For a moment, no one says anything as the director looks at us hopefully, and Gabriel prays.  
 
    “Let God judge him, Gabriel,” I say. “We need this.” 
 
    Gabriel nods to me, then lowers his eyebrows at the director. “Tell me who the Antichrist is, and you can live. You’ll still burn in hell anyway.” 
 
    Alexander shakes his head but says nothing. 
 
    For all I know, Gabriel will kill him afterward anyway, and I wouldn’t stop him.  
 
    Tempton gazes up at us, suddenly looking old and weak. “Why do you even care about humans, Fae? You’re so much more than we are.” 
 
    Gabriel inspects me as if I just grew a third eye. 
 
    More than human? He’s crazy.   
 
    Nav scowls at him. “Your tricks won’t work, scum. Tell us what’s going on.”  
 
    Tempton sighs, slumping forward. “You’re just beginning to awaken, Fae, but you have no idea what you’re up against. I’m a victim too. Was I supposed to turn him down?” he asks, his face going pale. “He likes to play games, but when he gets serious, you’ll burn.” 
 
    My body goes rigid. Him…. I’m suddenly back in Barbra’s room, her torn-up body in front of me. Bloody words drip down the wall. ‘I can’t face him.’ Although I just thrashed the entire NIA, I shudder at the similarity. “What do you mean him? I can take on anyone,” I say, my voice less steady than I would like.  
 
    He shakes his head, his fear melting into sadness. “I hope you’re right. I really do, but you just don’t understand. When you do, you’ll cower in fear, and your mind will reel at the implications. There are ancient forces at work, and they’re more powerful than you can possibly imagine.”  
 
    The gravity of his words passes through me like a ghost, chilling me to the core. “Who is he?” I demand. “Tell me.” 
 
    “He visited my nightmares in many horrifying forms,” says Tempton. “I don’t know what he really looks like or who he is. He commanded me to obey, and I couldn’t resist. Others did, and they died horribly. No matter what form he took, though, he always had one symbol on his chest.” He starts to draw something in the dirt.  
 
    “Commander,” says Brandon. “The Air Force is inbound with Liberator and Executioner drones. We’ll be able to escape with our infrared shielding, but only if we leave within five minutes.”  
 
    Despite the urgency, I can’t pull my eyes away from the director’s finger as he draws in the dirt. He etches two curved lines into the shape of a lens on its side, a dot in the middle.  
 
    My eyes widen. It can’t be.  
 
    But rather than draw a brow above the eye and the lines below it. He draws a triangle around it with lines like the sun’s rays pointing outward.  
 
    Although it’s different, the bloody symbol above Barbra’s lifeless body flashes in my mind.  
 
    My blood cools, and I freeze, staring at the image. I had convinced myself it was just a crazy hallucination, but now? “What does it mean?” And why did he draw the eye of providence instead of the eye of Ra? 
 
    “The all-seeing eye of God,” says Gabriel.  
 
    His Knights step back and make the sign of the cross.  
 
    “I don’t know what it means,” says Director Tempton. “This is the evil that’s in charge, but there are other powerful players. The only thing I know about them is—” 
 
    His body jerks, and he collapses, his eyes bulging. He howls in pain and tears bloody scratches into his face.  
 
    Diablo! “Stop him.”  
 
    Brandon and Alexander rush up to the director, who slams his head into the ground, screaming and writhing. They try to secure him, but the old man struggles with greater strength than he should have.  
 
    They finally manage to grip his arms and hold him steady. The director screams frantically as he jerks around. His eyes bulge even more, then burst, spraying fountains of blood. He falls limp and silent.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    RENEWED DETERMINATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    A holographic sun shines in the main hall of the underground bunker that one of Gabriel’s wealthy followers donated to the cause. Tropical trees, vibrant flowers, and exotic birds surround me. It transforms the expansive bomb shelter from a sterile tomb into a hope-filled resistance base. It’s deep enough underground to shield its heat and could withstand a bomb blast. Above ground, the rest of Gabriel’s large holo-emitters mask our vehicles and the bunker’s entrance.  
 
    Alexander sits at a table, methodically cleaning his large revolver. Next to him, Ron Paul pecks at a handful of blueberries with relish. Nav and Sunny wait for me in our room, and I think Brandon is resting in his own.  
 
    Gabriel’s followers group around him.  
 
    I stop to listen, curious as to what he’ll say. I still can’t believe I stood up to him, but my confidence has come a long way. And it will grow even more as I continue to trust in myself and my friends.  
 
    Gabriel raises his hands, and his followers quiet down. “Today, we lost our sister, Martha. She died in the fight against the Antichrist, but her soul lives on in Heaven. Let’s take a moment to pray for Martha.” 
 
    The Knights bow their heads and clasp their hands. 
 
    It was a miracle that we lost only one person during the battle, despite the number of injuries. Maybe it was divine intervention. 
 
    “Our fight against the Antichrist goes on, but do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time, we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial.”  
 
    The Knights cheer and praise God.  
 
    His people love him; they’d follow him into hell. He may be imposing, older, and more experienced, but I’ll never let him control FreedomFire.  
 
    The Knights disperse, chatting amongst themselves.  
 
    I walk up to Alexander’s back, his muscles showing through his military button-down as he brushes the barrel of his forty-four magnum. The smell of gun oil touches my nose, and I smile at the familiar scent.  
 
    “Hey, Sprite. Let me just finish this one part.”  
 
    “How’d you know it’s me?” 
 
    “I can tell from your footsteps,” he says. “They’re quiet since you’re a fairy.” 
 
    I shake my head with a chuckle. He puts down his revolver and turns his green eye and eyepatch on me.   
 
    “Nav, Sunny, and I are going to hang out in our room,” I say. “Join us if you want.”  
 
    “I don’t know…I was going to figure out who the main boss is and end him, but maybe I can do that later,” he says with a mischievous grin.  
 
    I giggle. What a nut. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a bit, Sprite.” 
 
    I leave for my room to find Nav sitting on the cot and Sunny standing nearby. A hologram that looks like Sunny stands next to him.  
 
    “What’s that?” I ask, pointing to his doppelganger. 
 
    “This is Moon. I wanted another bond like we have after going through this. I realize now I could lose you,” he says with a frown. 
 
    Aww. I rub his dented head but shake mine. It’s just like when I programmed Sunny after years of isolation. “You won’t lose me.” 
 
    He shrugs, unconvinced.  
 
    I look back at Moon. He’s nearly identical to Sunny. Same short legs, expandable arms, and little eyes. Only his eyes are red.  
 
    Sunny’s mouth curves upward. “I wanted a better friend than Bean, so I made him self-aware, like me. All I had to do was copy my base program.” 
 
    My mouth drops, and I glance at Nav. She shakes her head, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “You made an AI?” I ask. 
 
    “Don’t worry. He’s my friend, and I limited his intelligence.” 
 
    Okay. That’s good. But wait… “Could you create one smarter than you?”  
 
    “Maybe,” says Sunny.  
 
    Nav’s eyes widen.  
 
    Ooo. That could be a risk. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Hello, Fae,” says Moon. “I hope we can be friends too.” 
 
    I flinch back, not expecting the hologram to talk. “Can you dismiss him for now?” 
 
    Moon’s red mouth turns down as he fades away.  
 
    I sit next to Nav, and the fresh smell of her jasmine essential oil hovers around. I sigh, trying to relax from our ordeal. 
 
    “Your hacking was unbelievable today,” says Nav. “There’s no way we could have ever taken down the NIA without you.” 
 
    I smile at her, and some tension fades from my shoulders. “Or without you and everyone else.” 
 
    “Why did Director Tempton imply you weren’t human, Fae?” asks Sunny.  
 
    My stomach sinks. Why did he say that? I remember the feeling of letting my past go. Like clouds parting to reveal the shining sun, my mind expanded and split. Could that have been what Tempton meant by awakening? And is that why he implied I’m not human?  
 
    Then I remember my dad’s letter. He said meditation allows people to do miraculous things. Could he have been talking about the same thing as Tempton? I decide not to tell Nav and Sunny about my awakening.  
 
    “He was just messing with us,” says Nav. “That’s ridiculous. Of course, she’s human.” 
 
    She’s right. He had every incentive to fracture our group and break me down. I did something amazing with my mind, but so have many others throughout history. Nikola Tesla, Buddha, Baba Vanga are just a few if what Alexander’s mom told him is true. They were human, and so am I. My mom was Dominican; I’m Dominican.  
 
    “I can’t believe this isn’t over,” says Sunny, his tone muted. 
 
    I run a hand down my face. “Me either.” 
 
    Nav sighs, slumping forward. “I really thought that was the end, that I avenged my dad and Ty. Now, we find out the NIA wasn’t the top,” she says with a growl. “Maybe they weren’t even the ones who killed Ty.”  
 
    Oh hell, I hoped I was free of that. I put an arm around Nav to comfort her, but I’m probably as burned out as she is. Annihilating the NIA was a huge victory and, certainly, a blow to whoever is in charge, but come on. I want an end to killing, to madness, to risk. I want freedom. I want Nav, Sunny, and I on the beach, with Alexander doting on our every need. 
 
    “I wish we didn’t have to work with Gabriel,” says Nav.  
 
    “I know, but we need him,” I say. 
 
    She nods hesitantly. “How do you think the eye of providence is related to whoever is orchestrating this?” 
 
    I involuntarily shiver at the words. “I wish I knew.”   
 
    “I wonder if this could have something to do with secret societies. Many of them use that symbol,” says Nav.  
 
    I remember what Tom had said, ‘Secret societies have been controlling the world for thousands of years.’ Could he be right?  
 
    “Gabriel called it the all-seeing eye of God,” says Sunny. “Could this really have something to do with Christianity?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never told you guys, but my foster mother also drew an eye, but it was the Eye of Ra.”  
 
    Nav shakes her head with a huff. “What’s going on? I can’t even think about this right now. It’s too strange.” 
 
    I’m not sure what scares me most, a secret society controlling us, the Devil eating our souls, or the Eye of Ra, a violent force that subdues Ra’s enemies. I pull at my shirt and exhale slowly, trying to relax. “We have the NIA’s internal data. We’ll crack it eventually and get answers.” 
 
    “How did the director die, though,” asks Nav. “He didn’t have the Evo.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I say, “but it’s terrifying to think it could happen to us.” 
 
    Alexander walks in, his head high and a big smile on his stubbly face. Ron Paul sits on his shoulder, glancing around the room excitedly.  
 
    I sit up straight and smile back, my fears suddenly vanishing.  
 
    Alexander winks at me, his smile growing broader. “There’s the miracle worker.”  
 
    He sits down next to me, and the skin of his arm brushes against mine. My arm tingles where he touches it. I savor his nearness and the feel of his soft skin.  
 
    His masculine smell mixed with gun oil drifts around me. The combination is alluring, and I feel myself blush as another thought appears in my mind.  
 
    “How come you got so happy when Alexander entered the room?” asks Sunny. 
 
    Diablo, Sunny. I have to teach this nut some tact. I glance at Alexander with his wide grin. “No, I didn’t,” I say as calmly as I can manage.  
 
    “There was a clearly defined difference in your body language,” says Sunny. “Additionally, your heart rate and pupil diameter both—”  
 
    I give him a hard look, my finger to my lips.  
 
    Sunny nods to me, making it super obvious. “I meant to say…there was no change.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. Great. 
 
    Alexander bursts out laughing, rocking against me. Ron Paul leaps off his shoulder onto the cot with a caw.  
 
    Alexander’s mirth boosts my spirits, and despite my embarrassment, I laugh along. Nav giggles next to me, and suddenly, the pervading mood is positive.  
 
    Alexander looks my way again, and his gaze lingers, a sly smile on his face. I squint and smirk at him, unsure of what I’m seeing. Could he actually like me?  
 
    “Fae, what did the director mean when he said there are ancient powers at work?” asks Sunny. “That sounds distressing.” 
 
    The mood crashes, and a cold chill passes through my body.  
 
    Nav and Alexander look at me as if expecting some grand answer.  
 
    How the hell should I know?  
 
    When I say nothing, Alexander answers, “It doesn’t matter. We’ll just get more people, more weapons, and more training. My legend will expand ten-fold. And the Olympics are still a year away, so I have time.”  
 
    I grin and shake my head. He’s the Alexander that I know and love. He’s the Alexander we’ll need if we’re going to win. And he’s right.  
 
    I’ve dominated powerful cybersecurity and cracked the Evo itself. I’ve escaped two heavily armed prisons and destroyed a powerful intelligence agency that was infected by some evil. It’s not over, but I’ll never stop fighting, and I’ll never break again.  
 
    I stand and face them, my shoulders back, and meet their eyes. I’ve wanted friends my entire life even though I was afraid of the consequences. As long as I have them, I can do anything. I remember my last speech in Silent City, standing in front of perfect avatars, inspiring them to fight. This is no different.  
 
    “Alexander, Navin Briggs reborn,” I say, with a hand out to him.  
 
    He pounds his chest, then bumps my fist.  
 
    I motion to Nav. “Blaze, cyborg hacker and half of StarBlaze.” 
 
    She shakes her head with a chuckle.  
 
    “Sunny, bodyguard, best friend, and genius,” I say. 
 
    His green smile grows, and he pumps his fist like Alexander does.  
 
    I look at them all again, taking the time to connect. “No matter who our new enemy is, we will find them and thrash them. In our weakest state, we obliterated the entire NIA establishment. Think of what we can do when we grow, as Alexander suggests. From this day on, we gain power. FreedomFire forever.” 
 
    Nav nods, sitting up straighter. Alexander makes a fist, his eyes fiery. 
 
    I continue, “You’ve all seen what I can do, and I’ve seen what amazing things each of you can do. Together, we’re unstoppable. The director said we have no idea who we’re dealing with. But the truth is, they have no idea who they’re dealing with. We will win.” 
 
    “Commander Luna, Commander Luna,” chants Alexander.  
 
    Nav and Sunny chant with him. 
 
    My face heats. “Come on, guys. Enough.” I wave at them to stop, but really…I love it. “We have challenges ahead of us, but tonight, we’re heroes. Let’s celebrate.” 
 
    Alexander beams. “Let the fun begin.” 
 
    Brandon pops his head in. “Partying without me? You’ll regret it.” He shakes a bottle of Gabriel’s scotch. 
 
    Nav grabs his hand and pulls him into a hug, then snatches the bottle and swigs it. “Here’s to all of us being together.” 
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