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NO ESCAPE

Hey! Stop!” a man shouted, grabbing for Alex’s shoulders.

Alex ripped free and hurtled past the guy, keeping the purse tucked under his arm.

He ducked and weaved through the crowd milling around the T platform. He’d timed the snatch wrong, yanking the purse off the woman’s shoulder as the subway doors were closing. A guy who’d just gotten off the train heard her muted yelp and realized what had happened. He’d immediately charged after Alex, chasing him through the throng of early-morning commuters.

Crap, Alex thought. This was why he usually stuck to snagging poorly attended bags off chairs, or sneaking wallets out of back pockets. He was angry with himself for taking the risk, but that thin strap had dangled tantalizingly from the old lady’s shoulder while she struggled with a ridiculous number of shopping bags from pricey boutiques.

He tucked the purse more securely under his arm as he bolted ahead. The turnstiles weren’t far now; another couple hundred feet and he’d fly over them, then up the stairs and into Back Bay Station. There were lots of exits, and the streets outside should still be packed with people. All he had to do was get there....

Alex almost ran straight into a woman who’d stopped abruptly to tie her shoe. He tucked his feet under him, leaping over her at the last possible second, nearly catching her head with his heels as she jerked up in surprise.

The guy’s shouts sounded closer now. Sweat flowed down Alex’s face, matting greasy brownish-red hair to his forehead. His heart and lungs hurt like hell. It had been a long time since he’d run anywhere, and his body was punishing him for all the cigarettes. He felt a coughing fit coming on, the dry air tickling his throat. He tried to swallow it back, thinking, Not now, please, God, not now....

He couldn’t get caught again. They’d send him back to juvie, and he’d barely survived that place the last time. Hell no, he thought. He wasn’t going to get trapped in that mess again. He’d been on his own for nearly a year, and even though it usually sucked, living on the streets was preferable to the alternative. Plus, there was Jenny. She needed him, maybe more than anyone ever had.

Thinking of her, Alex gritted his teeth and ignored the burn in his chest. Renewed determination provided an added blast of speed. He shot over the turnstiles, taking them like a hurdler, and tore up the stairs to emerge on Dartmouth Street, right across from Copley Place. The sidewalk was as crowded as he’d hoped, but a dozen yards away Alex spotted a patrol cop sipping coffee.

Hearing the shouting, the cop turned. His eyes fixed on Alex and immediately narrowed.

Alex gulped hard, nearly wrenching an ankle as he frantically switched direction, heading back toward the station doors …

… where his pursuer suddenly spilled out, scanning around for him. The guy yelled and pointed, and time seemed to slow. Turning, Alex saw the cop’s hand clamp down on his holster as he hollered, “Boston PD! Get on the ground!”

Blocked in both directions. Alex’s chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath; he quickly realized there was only one way out.

He charged head-on into the street.

The screech of tires sounded. Alex managed to clamber over the first car as it braked hard, nearly hitting him. The burn in his chest was getting worse, and Alex could feel himself slowing down. A sedan in the next lane stopped dead, the driver lurching forward, then snapping back as the seat belt caught her. The third time, he wasn’t so lucky—a car bumper slammed into his left calf, which immediately started throbbing as he stumbled and fell.

He quickly got back up; despite the pain, he managed to break into an awkward, loping run. Ignoring the protesting bleats of car horns, he crossed the narrow strip of greenery that separated incoming from outgoing traffic. The far side was clearer, but that also meant the cars were moving faster. He eyed them, panting heavily, waiting for a break in the steady stream of vehicles.

Suddenly, he felt a firm grip on his shoulder as a rasping voice snarled, “Got you, you little—”

Spotting his chance, Alex shook loose and dodged forward, tearing across the street right before a bus rolled through. The cop tried to follow, but as if on cue, all three lanes suddenly filled with cars. Alex could hear the cop swearing, his face as red as the hair jutting out from under his cap.

Alex grinned and threw him a jaunty one-finger salute. Then he turned and darted into the mall.

He wove through Copley Place as quickly as he could, limping slightly. As the adrenaline wore off, his leg started throbbing in earnest; he’d have a helluva bruise there. He went out one of the far exits and trotted another few blocks to Mass. Ave., then ducked into an alley. Hunkering down beside a Dumpster, he took a moment to rest. He felt light-headed, and he was still gasping for air. Man, I’ve really gotta cut back on the smokes, he chided himself as he opened the clasps on the purse and started riffling through it.

Lipstick—red, looked expensive. Jenny would be happy about that; she loved lipstick. Receipts, house keys, a pack of tissues, and a nearly empty change purse, judging by the weight …

With satisfaction, Alex finally dug out a matching wallet that had the same brown Cs stamped all over it.

He unsnapped the wallet and opened it. Blinked, and swore.

Twelve dollars. He’d gone through all that for twelve measly dollars.

Alex dug in the other pockets but only unearthed more receipts, a few credit cards for upscale clothing stores, and a driver’s license.

“Useless,” he mumbled, exasperated. Barely enough to get him and Jenny through the day, never mind buy her pills.

Exhausted, Alex sank back on his heels and let his head drop against the wall. He was starving. Yesterday he’d only eaten some leftovers he’d dug out of the trash behind a restaurant in the North End. He’d promised Jenny a good meal today, even hinted that he might take her to Mickey D’s so she could use a real bathroom for a change.

Well, twelve dollars would at least buy that, he thought, trying to cheer himself up.

He chucked everything but the cash and lipstick in the Dumpster—after all, the credit cards were useless to him. Not much chance the people at Saks would believe he was Millicent Dunham, and ATMs all had cameras and PINs so that was no good. Even old ladies don’t carry checkbooks anymore, Alex thought, shaking his head disapprovingly. What was it with people these days? And no one carried cash.

Usually he’d try to sell the purse and wallet on the street for twenty bucks, but after the chase he’d just been through, that was too risky. The sooner he got away from here and back to the abandoned building they camped out in, the better.

His lungs still felt like they were on fire, and as he shifted his weight his leg started to seize. If he stayed still for much longer, he’d barely be able to walk on it. Alex lurched painfully to his feet, then hobbled back to the street.

“Alex Herbruck?”

He jerked awake at the sound of his name and looked up blearily, disoriented for a minute. He was in a dingy waiting room. A few other rough-looking teens sprawled out on rickety folding chairs around the perimeter of the room. Right, he remembered: the free clinic. He was here to get his leg checked out, and for Jenny. He’d dozed off, and no wonder—according to the clock on the far wall, it was nearly five p.m.; he’d been here for hours.

A girl in a colorful outfit was standing in the doorway, staring at him expectantly. Her flowy skirt looked like it was made out of different squares of fabric sewn together. Over it she wore a woolly sweater and a knitted scarf, even though it was plenty warm inside. She was cute, though—long blond hair, kind gray eyes. Probably hiding a hot body under all that clothing. He threw her a cocky grin.

“Are you Alex?”

“In the flesh.”

She smiled. “I’m Amanda. The doctor will see you now, Alex.”

He pushed off the chair, remembering belatedly that his leg was all messed up. He barely kept himself from falling right over. It seemed to be getting worse and worse; now it felt like knives were stabbing his calf repeatedly. On the plus side, his chest seemed better. The girl eyed Alex with concern as he limped after her, gritting his teeth the whole way.

“Hurt your leg, huh?” she said sympathetically.

“Yeah,” he muttered, biting back the retort, You think?

“I’ll check in the back; sometimes we have an extra set of crutches lying around,” Amanda offered as she opened a door at the end of the hall and gestured for him to step through it.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

“Sure. The doctor will be with you in a minute.” She flashed him a quick grin, then closed the door and left.

Five minutes later, Alex was deeply regretting the decision to come here. He’d figured it would be in and out, quick and easy. He’d get his leg looked at to make sure it wasn’t broken, and hopefully be handed some pain pills for his trouble. Not that he was into those, but Jenny … well, she liked them a little too much. That’s why he’d come, really. Her eyes had lit up when he got back to camp. Not that she liked seeing him hurt, but none of the free-clinic doctors would give her medications anymore. But Alex, on the other hand—even at his dirtiest, most docs could tell he wasn’t an addict.

Just in love with one. He hated helping her feed the beast, but at least this way she ended up with safe meds. Alex worried that if he didn’t get her pills, she might resort to taking something worse.

So here he was, sitting on an examining table in a paper smock while a middle-aged guy poked and prodded at him.

“Take another deep breath, please.”

Obediently, Alex sucked some air into his lungs and released it.

“Deeper, please.” The doctor sounded annoyed.

Alex had to resist the urge to swear at him. “It’s my leg, not my chest,” he muttered.

“So you’re not having trouble breathing?” The doctor raised an eyebrow.

Alex shrugged, flashing back on that morning’s foot chase through the streets of Boston. Sure, he had trouble breathing. Every inhale sent a jagged pain through his chest, setting his lungs burning like someone had set a match to them. But he’d always had weak lungs. His mother used to joke that he’d been such a sick baby, she’d been tempted to leave him at the hospital.

Of course, in the end she’d left him anyway.

“I don’t like the rattle in your chest,” the doctor continued. Every time he bent his head to listen through the stethoscope, Alex fixated on the tufts of white hair growing out of his ears. It must suck getting old, he thought, nasty patches of hair showing up in all the wrong places. “Take a deeper breath, please,” the doctor said impatiently.

So Alex tried, managing another small pant against the cold metal.

The doctor kept frowning. He was a small man, about Alex’s size, five-six or so. The glasses he wore made his eyes seem larger than they were, turning his irises into huge green circles. A fringe of white hair above his ears was all that remained on his head, making him resemble a quizzical owl. Alex wondered if he was even a real doctor. He had his doubts—this was a free clinic, after all. And would a real doctor be more interested in poking around his chest than in examining his clearly injured leg? The doctor had barely glanced at the enormous lump on his calf before declaring, “Hematoma. It’ll heal.”

Worse yet, he still hadn’t been offered any meds. If the doctor didn’t whip out that prescription pad soon, the day would be a total wash.

The doc scribbled some notes on a chart, then sat back and blinked at Alex.

Two-HOO, Alex thought, remembering an owl commercial from when he was a kid. The memory made him smile. His grin faded as the doctor continued staring at him without saying anything.

“What?” he finally demanded.

“You smoke?”

Alex shifted, making the paper he was sitting on rustle. “Yeah, sure.”

“For how long?”

Alex screwed up his mouth. The last thing he needed was some dude judging him for lighting up. Considering how he lived, smoking was one of the lesser vices he could be indulging in. “I dunno. Few years, I guess.”

In truth, he’d been sneaking smokes as far back as he could remember, stealing them from his mom’s packs when he was eight or nine. And he was sixteen now, so that made it … He bit his lip, trying to do the math without counting it out on his hands.

“How many cigarettes a day do you smoke?”

Alex shrugged again, feeling resentful. This guy, whose glasses probably cost more than everything Alex had on put together, had no idea what it was like out there. “As many as I can,” he finally muttered, which was true. Most of his smokes came out of the gutter anyway, half-burned butts that other people had discarded, or singles from the minimart. Rarely could he afford a full pack.

“Well, young man, I’m afraid it’s caught up with you. It’s hard to say for certain without a chest X-ray, but your lungs sound like they’re filled with fluid. It may be the beginning of walking pneumonia. And with your smoking, there could be more damage.”

That didn’t sound good. “So what, you give me some pills for that?”

The doctor didn’t answer right away, just keep staring at him. Alex was tempted to just storm out of there. Screw this guy. He didn’t seem like he wanted to help anyway.

“I can give you antibiotics,” the doctor finally said slowly, “but you have to take the full course. All of them. And if you don’t stop smoking, well … I don’t know how much help they’ll be.”

“Okay,” Alex said, a wave of relief washing over him. Sure, he’d take pills. That sounded easy enough, and Jenny would probably be psyched if his coughing didn’t wake her up anymore. “How much?”

“How much for what?”

“For the pills,” Alex said, thinking, Man, this guy is slow.

“They’re free,” the doctor said, sounding surprised. “This is a free clinic, after all.”

“How about some pain pills, too?” Alex asked hopefully. “My leg hurts like hell.”

The doctor scrutinized him. Alex gazed back, trying to maintain his best innocent expression. “I suppose a few couldn’t hurt,” the doctor finally said. “I have some samples; those will have to do.”

“Awesome.” Alex flashed a sincere grin as the doctor unlocked a drawer, then handed him four packets of Vicodin. This guy was all right, after all. “Thanks, doc.”

“Of course.” The doctor was already halfway to the door. “Please get dressed quickly; we’re behind schedule.”

Ten minutes later, the door to the Runaway Coalition slammed shut behind him. The sun sat low in the sky, flaring brightly as it hovered above the horizon. Alex squinted against the glare. He took a deep breath, testing his lungs. They felt a little tight, but the air tasted like spring, full of mud and the sickly-sweet perfume of early flowers. It must’ve rained while he was inside; the streets were still slick. Trees sent droplets of water cascading onto his shoulders while he stood there. All in all, he was feeling pretty good. He’d managed to dodge another stint in juvie. His leg wasn’t broken, he had pills for his lady, and the days were growing longer and warmer. Tomorrow he’d stick to a clean grab, try for a guy’s wallet this time; men were more reliable about carrying cash.

Another kid came out of the clinic, jostling him. Reflexively, Alex shoved back. “Watch it.”

The kid stumbled, then stopped short. He turned and eyed Alex, sizing him up.

Just like that the good feeling vanished, replaced by rage. The familiar red fog descended, honing his vision until all he saw was the scrawny kid facing him. Alex’s hands closed into fists, and his lips curled into a snarl.

The kid backed away. “Dude, chill,” he muttered under his breath before hustling down the street.

Alex gazed after him, hands itchy by his sides, in the mood for a fight. The fog was still with him, and now it had nowhere to go. He had an overwhelming urge to hit someone or something, needing to expel all the energy coursing through him. He’d been kidding himself. Life wasn’t good—at least not for him—and it never had been. Every day was the same as the next. He was nearly always hungry and hurt, too cold or too hot. People avoided making eye contact with him, unless they were actively trying to lock him up. All he had were the clothes on his back and a girlfriend who seemed to care a little more about her drugs and a little less about him every day.

The terrible unfairness of it all suddenly threatened to rise up and choke him. He wanted to scream at his mother for loving whisky more than him. Scream at the lousy social workers who’d finally taken him away, sending him to new “mothers” who were even worse. Scream at all the people passing by him, people who didn’t know what it was like to sleep under a bush in the dead of a Boston winter, who had no idea what real hunger was, how it could feel like your stomach was trying to chew its way out of your belly.

But he couldn’t scream, Alex reminded himself. He could barely even draw enough breath to talk. Couldn’t run, either—not with this hema thing on his leg.

Moodily, he popped the cap on the bottle of pills the doc had given him and chucked two into his mouth, chewing before swallowing them. They tasted bitter, chemical-like, and he wished he had something to wash them down with. He’d given the twelve dollars to Jenny for safekeeping, and didn’t even have enough change for a can of Coke. Safekeeping, he thought. That was a laugh. She was probably already at Mickey D’s with one of the others; maybe even JJ. That thought made his rage surge even more strongly.

“Excuse me, young man.”

Alex turned to find the doctor standing behind him. “I already took the pills,” he grumbled defensively, holding out the bottle and giving it a hard shake. “See?”

“Very good,” the doctor said, sounding pleased. “I hope they’ll clear that up for you. Walking pneumonia is no laughing matter.”

Alex had to repress the urge to say something rude. The guy seemed okay, all in all. He hadn’t tried to talk Alex into going back into foster care, and didn’t call the cops on him. So that was something. “Thanks,” he finally said.

The doctor eyed him from under those bushy brows. He was wearing a wool coat that looked too heavy for the spring weather, and had a scarf wrapped in a stranglehold around his throat.

“Well.” Alex threw him a wave. “See ya.”

“Wait. I had a thought,” the doctor called out before he’d gone two feet.

Alex stopped, but didn’t turn back around. Was the guy going to ask him to do something pervy? He hadn’t seemed the type, but you never knew. It would explain why he bothered working for free. “What?”

“I know a place that might be able to help you.”

“I don’t need help,” Alex growled. Jamming his hands in his pockets, he started to limp down the street, the pills rattling as they bounced against the bottle.

“They’ll pay you,” the doctor called after him.

At that, Alex stopped and turned. “Yeah? How much?”

The doctor stood there silently, clearly waiting. After a beat, Alex shuffled back to him. Another kid came out of the clinic, letting the door bang shut behind him. He glanced at them both, then pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head and loped away. A stray raindrop landed on Alex’s collar and snaked down his back, making him shiver.

Still, the doctor didn’t say anything. Alex met his eyes, expecting to see triumph there; instead, the doctor appeared concerned, questioning. Like he wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing.

“How much do they pay? And for what?” Alex finally said to break the silence.

“It’s a medical study. And I believe they pay around a thousand dollars … if you meet the criteria,” the doctor added hurriedly.

“What kind of study?” Alex demanded. A thousand bucks was a lot of money. Enough for him to take Jenny far away from here, somewhere it never got so cold. Miami, maybe. Or even California. That much money could change their lives. But you never got something for nothing; he knew that for damn sure. “They’re not going to take my kidney or something, are they?”

“No, of course not.” The doctor made a weird sound that was probably meant to be a laugh. “They’re looking for teens like you who don’t receive regular medical care. And the tests are quite simple, really. Noninvasive. They’ll draw some blood, maybe give you an MRI.”

Alex had no idea what an MRI was, but was too embarrassed to ask. “And they’ll give me a grand just for that?” he said dubiously.

“There’s a lot of money in medical research, Alex.” The doctor reached into his coat pocket and took out a card. “I’ve written the address down. They’ll be expecting you.”

“What, right now?”

“Yes. This is the last day for them to accept test subjects.” The doctor focused on something past Alex’s shoulder. “Of course, you could always wait for the next round of trials—”

“No,” Alex interrupted, snatching the piece of paper before the doctor could change his mind. “I’ll go.” Jenny could wait a little longer for her pills. And this way he’d get to surprise her by showing up with a huge wad of cash. Hell, they could stay in a real hotel tonight. A hot shower, clean sheets, room service … “Thanks,” he said with a nod.

“You’re welcome,” the doctor said. For some reason, his eyes had gone sad. He turned on his heel and hurried away, head tucked as if he were cold.

Alex watched him go, then examined the paper. There was nothing on it but an address in South Boston, complete with cross streets. He knew roughly where it was, just a few T stops away. He could be there in ten minutes.

Deciding, he limped toward the subway station.

This is taking a hell of a long time, Alex thought impatiently. And man, was he done with hospitals. After today, he never wanted to visit one again. He was lying on a cold table in a small room wearing nothing but a hospital gown. No wonder they paid a grand. First he’d had to fill out and sign about a hundred pieces of paper. They’d asked a lot of useless questions, most of which he didn’t know the answer to. Were his parents alive? If not, what had they died of? What about grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings? He’d only ever had his mom, and for all he knew, she was still slumped over a bar somewhere.

They hadn’t seemed put out by the fact that he’d left a lot of the answers blank, though; just sent him to this room and told him to take a shower before putting on the gown. Then a tiny Chinese lady in scrubs—a nurse, probably—weighed him, measured him, and took his blood pressure. She grabbed his clothes when she left, explaining that they’d be washed for him. Which was an unexpected treat, although it would’ve been even nicer if they’d offered new ones.

The weird thing was that he seemed to be the only patient, or test subject, or whatever. Alex had expected a hospital, but the building that matched the address was just a random office in the middle of a city block; there wasn’t even a sign on the door. At first he’d thought he had the wrong place—most of the other shops had FOR RENT signs in the windows, and the street was deserted. But when he rang the bell, they buzzed him right in and were expecting him. He’d asked about the money right away, and the Chinese lady had smiled and said it would all be taken care of.

Alex crossed his hands behind his head. They hadn’t answered many of his questions so far, but maybe that was part of whatever they were doing. His stomach growled, and he frowned. Maybe they’d feed him, too? He’d ask the nurse lady when she got back.

The door suddenly opened, and a guy came in wearing green scrubs with a lab coat over them. He had a paper mask on his face and stringy blond hair beneath a surgical cap. “Alex Herbruck?” he asked, his voice muffled.

“Yeah?” Alex sat up, suddenly feeling nervous. No one had said anything about getting operated on. He flashed back to that weird noise the clinic doctor had made when Alex asked if they’d take his kidney. It had been a laugh, right?

“Sorry.” The doctor pulled his mask down and grinned wolfishly at him. “I’m so used to wearing it, sometimes I forget it’s still on.”

“Oh,” Alex said. The guy’s smile didn’t reach all the way to his eyes, and he looked tired. Maybe he was doing this in his spare time, like the other doctor. “How much longer am I going to be here? I’m kind of hungry.”

“Of course,” the doctor said briskly. “Sorry about that. Unfortunately we can’t feed you yet, but you’ll be given a full meal before you leave.”

“Awesome,” Alex said gratefully. He relaxed a bit. This was too good to be true—they were paying him, washing his clothes, and feeding him? He wondered if they’d bring him a Big Mac and large fries.

“Now then, let’s get started.” The doctor plunked down on a rolling stool and slid across the room on it, stopping right in front of the bed. He looked Alex over appraisingly. “Doctor Jeffries said you were having some trouble breathing.”

Alex shrugged. “Yeah, a little.”

“Smoker?”

“Yes.” Alex braced himself for another round of recriminations.

But the doctor actually seemed pleased. “Good. We haven’t had a smoker yet. And you’re fifteen years old?”

“Sixteen. Well, in a month,” Alex said reflexively.

The doctor laughed and shook his head. “Just wait until you’re my age, Alex. You’ll start rounding down instead of up. Nurse!”

The door opened and the Chinese nurse came in. She was also wearing a surgical mask and cap now, and had latex gloves on her hands. In one of them she held a needle. Alex eyed it suspiciously. He’d had blood drawn before, and this looked different.

“Is that a shot?”

“It is,” the doctor said, sounding impressed. “We’re not going to be able to pull any wool over this one’s eyes, Annette!”

The nurse didn’t answer. Her eyes never left the floor as she approached the bed.

“Now Alex, I’m guessing you’ve had shots before, yes?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Of course.” That was one thing about social workers; even if they screwed everything else up, they made damn sure you got poked with needles every year on your birthday.

“So you know the drill. And I’m telling you, Annette is the very best. You’ll barely feel this, I promise.” The blond doctor grinned again, then nodded at Annette.

She put her small hands on Alex’s right arm, drawing it toward her. Her thumb pressed the soft skin on the inside of his elbow, feeling among the freckles for something. Then, without warning, she jabbed him with the needle.

“Ow!” Alex said, nearly snapping his arm back.

But her grip had tightened, surprisingly strong as she depressed the plunger. When it was empty, she pulled out the needle and pressed a piece of gauze to the injection spot, then taped a Band-Aid over it.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” the doctor asked. He had a weird gleam in his eyes, like he’d enjoyed seeing Alex in pain.

“If she’s the best, I’d hate to see the worst,” Alex muttered, rubbing his arm. It felt weird, tingly. A growing numbness spread quickly out from the spot until he could feel it in his fingers. It gradually extended up his arm to his shoulder, then his chest. “I think she might’ve messed up,” he said, panicked. “My arm—”

“You’re fine, Alex,” the doctor said. But his face was funny now, bending and warping. His voice became all weird and echoey as he continued, “Just try to relax.”

But my arm, Alex said, or tried to say. His tongue felt thick and cottony, expanding and swelling into a giant, ungainly thing. He felt his eyelids droop closed, and he fought the sensation, trying to force them wide-open. No matter how hard he resisted, though, the lids grew heavier and heavier until he simply didn’t have the strength to keep them open anymore.

I’ll just close them for a second, he thought. Then I’m outta here....

Something was seriously wrong. Alex’s whole body ached, and he was freezing. It felt like he was lying on a block of ice. Had someone stolen his sleeping bag again? It was probably that bastard JJ. The kid was always stealing his crap. He’d make him pay for it this time, though....

Alex blinked his eyes, expecting to see the filthy walls of the abandoned building where he and Jenny had been squatting with a couple of kids, including JJ. He winced—there was a light directly above him, as bright as the sun; the glare forced his pupils to contract. What the hell? His head felt foggy, like he was hungover, but worse.

Drugs? Had he gotten high? That didn’t feel right, either. Maybe he’d been jumped again? The last time his head hurt this much was when he’d run afoul of a local gang by walking down the wrong side of the street and they beat the crap out of him.

What was that light, though?

And suddenly it all came back: the doctors, the weird medical office, Nurse Annette and her needle. The bastards had drugged him. And done other things, too; he had fuzzy memories of more needles, of people hovering over the bed, of feeling pain everywhere. As he remembered more, rage tore through him, whipping away the last bit of heaviness in his limbs. Alex lifted his head.

He was in a different room now. White curtains surrounded the bed—the kind on rolling beads, like they used in hospitals. And there were machines all around him. A transparent cord ran down from one of them and into his elbow: an IV. Oh crap, he thought. They did take my kidney.

The realization seriously ticked him off. Alex was angry with himself for believing that those doctors had been trying to help him, and that they’d pay him for doing practically nothing. He was an idiot.

Tentatively he reached a hand down, groping under the hospital gown he still wore. No bandages on his back, he discovered with relief. Or his front. So maybe it wasn’t too late.

Alex yanked out the IV and pushed the overhead lamp away as he eased up to a sitting position. He strained his ears, trying to sense anyone outside the curtain. Were they off somewhere getting ready to slice him open? Well, they’d have another thing coming. Alex was going to make them pay for assuming he was just another dumb kid. He’d start with that grinning blond jerkoff and Nurse Annette, then he’d go back and rip the hair out of the clinic doctor’s ears. In the end, they’d all be sorry they messed with him.

Setting his jaw, Alex eased off the bed. His legs felt wobbly, and his left calf still throbbed. Looking down, he saw that the hematoma was gone, replaced by a giant purple bruise. He frowned. It usually took him a few days to develop bruises, but this one had come on fast. That car must’ve hit him even harder than he’d thought.

He moved as quietly as he could toward the gap in the curtains and peeked through, then frowned. He’d been expecting a hospital room, but it turned out he was inside some sort of enormous glass box, roughly fifteen by fifteen feet. The curtains ran around tracks set in the center of the room, with nothing but a few feet of empty space on all sides. He wondered why they’d bothered installing them, since you couldn’t see out the frosted-glass walls anyway.

The door set in the wall closest to him was shut. He looked around, hoping to find his clothes, but no luck there.

Alex held his gown closed and limped over to the door. He turned the knob: locked. “Damn,” he swore under his breath, then bent down to examine the latch. Nothing fancy, just a standard dead bolt. He smiled, then hobbled back inside the curtain to retrieve a couple of different-sized scalpels from a wheeling table. At the door he sank to his right knee, wincing at the pain in his other leg. He tried to push it away as he focused on the lock.

Less than a minute later, there was a click. Alex eased the door open, keeping a scalpel gripped in his hand.

As he walked out of the box, he stopped short. “What the hell,” he muttered. This was definitely not a hospital. He was in some sort of huge warehouse, with boxes stacked in every direction. The lighting was dim, the passageways clotted with shadows. A tremor worked its way up his spine. He fought it back, trying to focus on his rage, not his fear. He was all right. They hadn’t done anything to him yet—at least, nothing permanent.

He spun in a slow circle, trying to decide which way to go. Had the doctor just left him here? It seemed weird, but the door had been locked, and they had no way of knowing he could open it. Morons, he thought, repressing a surge of satisfaction. They were going to regret trying to take advantage of Alex Herbruck.

He silently made his way down the nearest aisle, the concrete floor cold under his feet. Stacks of cardboard boxes formed a sort of canyon around him. What the hell was this place? The passage dead-ended on another narrow lane just like it; this one extended off to the left and right. Alex hesitated, then turned left. After fifty feet, he encountered yet another passageway; this time he took a right. Up ahead, he could see the boxes starting to peter out. Relieved, he picked up the pace. The box towers finally just cleared his head, then reached his shoulders.

He broke free of the maze. The walls of the warehouse soared overhead, massive steel beams extending up into the shadows of the rafters. The far end of the building was smooth metal. There was a door set in the wall about a hundred feet away. At the sight of it, Alex nearly released a whoop of joy.

With renewed determination he limped forward, a scalpel still clutched in his right hand.

“So close, and yet so far, isn’t it, Alex?”

He sucked in a breath and froze, recognizing the voice. Alex turned slowly. The blond doctor was leaning casually against a stack of boxes at the end of an aisle adjacent to the one he’d just emerged from.

He was still dressed in scrubs, but now they were stained with dark splotches. Is that blood? Alex wondered. Not his, if it was. “Now, now, Alex,” he chided. “You don’t expect us to pay you if you leave, do you?”

“You were never going to pay me,” Alex retorted.

“Not true.” The doctor took a step forward, making Alex tighten his grip on the scalpel. “Of course we intend to pay you. Didn’t you read those forms we had you sign?”

His voice was calm, reassuring. In spite of himself, Alex felt lulled by it. “Bullshit,” he managed to say. “You’re lying.”

“Not at all. We haven’t harmed you. In fact, we treated your pneumonia. Aren’t you breathing better?”

It hadn’t occurred to him until just now, but it was true—his lungs moved easily in his chest, and the rasp was gone.

Emboldened by this, the doctor took another step forward. “Just put down the scalpel, Alex.” He barked another laugh as he added, “Unless you plan on operating on me?”

“Not until you tell me what you did to me.”

“I already told you,” the doctor said, sounding pained. “We pumped you full of some strong antibiotics. The fever finally broke this morning. It took a few days for the medicine to make headway against it.”

Days? Alex stared back at him in shock. Had he really been here for days? The guy might be telling the truth—the clinic doc had seemed worried about his lungs.... No, Alex told himself. There was something about the way the guy was studying him, a faint smile quirking his lips, that he didn’t trust. He narrowed his eyes. “Yeah? Then why’d you move me here?”

The doctor shrugged. “This space isn’t ideal, I’ll grant you that, but it’s more than sufficient for our needs. And we had the right equipment here to treat you. I apologize if you were startled when you woke up, but I assure you, you’re completely safe.”

Alex considered himself to be a fairly foolproof bullshit detector, and there was something underlying the doctor’s voice that belied his words. “So you won’t mind if I take off, then,” he said cautiously.

The doctor cocked his head to the side. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea. You’re not out of the woods yet, Alex. We still have another round of antibiotics—”

“Too bad. I’m leaving.” Alex edged backward toward the door, keeping the scalpel pointed at him.

The doctor heaved a great sigh and said, “Very well. Good luck, Alex.”

Alex didn’t answer. He wasn’t thrilled about heading outside in a hospital smock, but he couldn’t repress the sense that if he stayed here, something really, truly awful would happen to him. He didn’t take his eyes off the doctor, barely even blinked. He kept waiting for the guy to rush him, or sound some sort of alarm that would bring other people running.

But the doctor never moved. He maintained a casual pose, arms folded over his chest, one foot crossed in front of the other. Relaxed, like he couldn’t care less whether Alex stayed or went.

Alex was so focused on the doctor that he didn’t register the presence behind him until it was too late. A sharp pain, in his neck this time. Alex spun, swinging the scalpel around with him, slashing as he turned.

The small nurse, Annette, had crept up behind him. He cursed—where the hell had she come from? She scurried back, a needle still clutched in her hand. The scalpel blade just missed her.

Alex’s eyes narrowed and he lunged for her again, completely enraged now. But he stumbled after two steps. His fingers released of their own will; he gazed blankly down at them as the scalpel clattered to the floor. Annette had stopped a few feet away and stood watching silently as he dropped to his knees, then to the floor. He lay on his back, gasping, his vision fading in and out. Not again, he thought. Oh crap. Please, God—not again....

“Took you long enough,” the doctor muttered. His face suddenly appeared above Alex. A foot tapped his rib cage. “How much did you give him?”

“Forty CCs.” Annette’s voice wasn’t what he’d expected; it was clear, refined. The voice of a much larger person. Of course, she hadn’t been too small to take him down, he thought with a pang.

The doctor whistled. “You doubled the dose? That will change things. Did you log the data? You know how they get if the files aren’t updated.”

“I just finished inputting and encrypting it.”

“Good. Well, let’s hope this doesn’t kill him. How are you feeling, Alex? Not dead yet, I hope? Afraid we’re not quite done with you.” He let out a chuckle.

Alex stared up mutely. The doctor’s leer was unmistakable now. After a minute, he straightened and said, “All right, enough messing around. Have Monte help you get him back onto the table. And make sure he doesn’t regain consciousness this time.”

Alex wanted to stay awake and hear more. It seemed terribly important that he find out what was going to happen, although he suddenly had a hard time remembering why. Where was he again? Who were these people? Processing it all required too much effort, and he was so very, very tired.

Hands lifting him, then something softer beneath his back. The sense of movement, something squeaking—wheels? Was he on a train? Wait, no … that couldn’t be right....

That same voice again, saying, “Scrub in, Annette. We’ll open as soon as you’re ready.”

Someone close by was humming under his breath, a tune that sounded vaguely familiar. Alex knew that song; he could even picture the CD case. His mom used to put that CD on repeat, playing it over and over during late-night crying jags on the couch. Afterward, she’d stumble into his room to sleep beside him. He’d awaken in the dark with her arm wrapped around him, the smell of whisky and cigarette smoke entangled on the breath wheezing in his ear. Sometimes she’d whisper in her sleep, and he’d be able to catch traces of her dreams. Once she’d even said “I love you” clearer than anything, and he’d been able to pretend for a while that she’d been awake and talking to him.

Alex closed his eyes, a small smile playing across his lips as he remembered. That’s all he needed, just a little sleep. When he woke up, Jenny and his mom would be waiting for him, and everything would be just fine.
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CHAPTER
ONE

When Noa Torson woke up, the first thing she noticed was that her feet were cold. Odd, since she always wore socks to bed. She opened her eyes and immediately winced against the glare. She hated sleeping in a bright room, had even installed blackout curtains over her apartment’s sole window so that morning light never penetrated the gloom. Noa tried to make sense of her surroundings as her eyes adjusted. Her head felt like it had been inflated a few sizes and stuffed with felt. She had no idea how she’d ended up here, wherever here was.

Was she back in juvie? Probably not; it was too quiet. Juvie always sounded like a carnival midway: the constant din of guards’ boots pounding against metal staircases, high-pitched posturing chatter, the squeak of cots and clanking of metal doors. Noa had spent enough time there to identify it with her eyes closed. She could usually even tell which cell-block she’d been dumped in by echoes alone.

Voices intruded on the perimeter of her consciousness—two people from the sound of it, speaking quietly. She tried to sit up, and that was when the pain hit. Noa winced and fell back on the bed. It felt like her chest had been split in half. Her hand ached, too. Slowly, she turned her head.

An IV drip was taped to her right wrist. The line led to a bag hanging from a metal stand. And the bed she was lying on was cold metal—an operating table, a spotlight suspended above it. So was she in a hospital? There wasn’t that hospital smell, though—blood and sweat and vomit battling against the stench of ammonia.

Noa lifted her left hand: Her jade bracelet, the one she never took off, was gone. That realization snatched the final cobwebs from her mind.

Cautiously, Noa raised up on her elbows, then frowned. This wasn’t like any hospital she’d ever seen. She was in the center of a glass chamber, a twelve-by-twelve-foot box, the windows frosted so she couldn’t see out. The floor was bare concrete. Aside from the operating table and the IV stand, rolling trays of medical implements and machines were scattered about. In the corner stood a red trash bin, MEDICAL WASTE blaring from the lid.

Looking down, Noa discovered that she was wearing a cloth gown, but there was no hospital name stamped on it. She tried to get her bearings. Not juvie, and not an official hospital. She got the feeling that whatever this place was, bad things happened here.

The voices grew louder; someone was coming. Noa had spent the past ten years fending for herself. She’d learned better than to trust authority figures, whether they were cops, doctors, or social workers. And she wasn’t about to start trusting anyone now, not in a situation like this. Slowly, she eased her feet off the table and slid to the floor. She wrapped her arms around herself, repressing a shiver. The cement was freezing, like stepping barefoot onto a glacier.

The voices stopped just outside the chamber. Noa strained her ears to listen, catching a few fragments: “Success … call him … what do we … can’t believe we finally …”

The last bit came through crystal clear. A man’s voice, sounding resigned as he said, “They’ll handle it. She’s not our problem now.”

Fighting to keep her teeth from chattering, Noa desperately scanned the room. A few feet away, a metal tray held a variety of medical instruments. She’d nearly reached it when the door at the far end of the room opened.

Two men dressed in scrubs crossed the threshold. The first was a thin white guy, a few strands of blond hair pasted across his forehead beneath a surgical cap. The other doctor was Latino, younger and stockier with a straggly mustache marring his upper lip. Seeing her, they froze. Noa seized the opportunity to edge closer to the tray.

“Where am I?” she asked. Her voice came out weaker than usual, like she hadn’t spoken in a while.

The doctors recovered from their surprise and exchanged a look. The blond one jerked his head, and the Latino rushed from the room.

“Where’s he going?” Noa asked. She was two feet from the tray now, and he was three feet past it.

The doctor held up his hands placatingly. “You were in a terrible accident, Noa,” he said soothingly. “You’re in the hospital.”

“Oh, yeah?” Her eyes narrowed. “Which hospital?”

“You’re going to be fine. Some disorientation is to be expected.” The doctor glanced back over his shoulder.

“What kind of accident?”

The doctor paused, his eyes shifting as he searched for a response, and Noa knew he was lying. The last thing she remembered was leaving her apartment and walking toward Newton Centre station to catch the train into Boston. She’d been heading downtown to pick up a new video card for her MacBook Pro. Noa had turned right on Oxford Road, passing Weeks Field on her way to the T stop. The last heat of an Indian summer day was soft on her skin, daylight sifting through trees already shedding their leaves in a riot of fiery oranges and reds. She’d been happy, she remembered. Happier than she’d been in a long time, maybe ever.

And then, nothing. It was all a big blank.

“A car accident,” he explained, a small note of triumph in his voice.

“I don’t own a car. I don’t even take taxis,” Noa said warily.

“A car hit you, I mean.” The doctor looked back again, increasingly impatient. Clearly the other guy had gone for help. Which meant she was running out of time.

Noa suddenly fell forward, as if the wooziness had overwhelmed her. The doctor lunged to catch her. In one smooth motion, Noa scooped a scalpel off the tray and pressed it against the side of his neck.

His mouth opened wide in a surprised O.

“You’re going to get me out of here,” she said firmly, “or I’ll slit your throat. Don’t make a sound.”

“Please.” The doctor’s voice was hoarse. “You don’t understand. You can’t leave, it’s for your own—”

A rush of footsteps pounding toward them.

“Shut up!” Noa shoved him in front of her, keeping the blade pressed against his neck as they went through the door. She paused outside: not a hospital at all, but a giant warehouse the size of an airplane hangar. Makeshift aisles composed of cardboard boxes and long lines of metal filing cabinets surrounded the glass chamber.

“Which way out?” she hissed, keeping her mouth close to his ear. They were nearly the same height, five-ten, which made it easier.

The doctor hesitated, then pointed right. “There’s an exit, but it’s alarmed.”

Following his finger, Noa spotted the narrow hallway leading off to the right. She propelled him toward it. Someone was shouting orders. As they entered the hallway, she heard the chamber door being flung open behind her. More yelling as they realized she was gone. It sounded like at least half a dozen people were after her.

The hallway was long and narrow and lined with more boxes stacked to shoulder height on both sides. One of the fluorescent tubes overhead flickered, casting them in a pulsing strobe. Noa fought to ignore the stabbing pain in her chest, and the ball of panic right alongside it.

Ten feet farther and the hallway turned right. They rounded the bend and came face-to-face with a large metal door. It was chained shut.

“That’s not an alarm,” Noa said flatly.

“There’s no point hurting me,” he pleaded. “You can’t leave. He’d never let you go.”

Beside her, the top box on the stack gaped open. Noa dug her free hand inside, then risked a glance: metal bedpans, nothing she could use to break a padlock. She was trapped. Noa fought the urge to scream in frustration. Out in the expanse of the warehouse floor, she’d stood a chance of escaping. Now, she was a rat at the end of a maze. At most, she had a few minutes before they found her.

“Take off your clothes,” she ordered.

“What? But—” he sputtered.

“Now!” She pressed the scalpel deeper into his neck.

A minute later, the doctor shuddered in his underwear as she stepped into his crocs and pulled the mask up over her face. Good thing he’d decided to stay—the Latino’s scrubs would never have fit her.

“It won’t work,” he said.

Noa frowned and responded with a double-fisted uppercut: a trick she’d learned the hard way, by being on the receiving end once. It connected with the doctor’s jaw and his head jerked back. He dropped hard, knocking over boxes on the way down. He didn’t get back up. “I hate negativity,” she muttered.

The Latino doctor suddenly darted out of the hallway, skidding to a stop in front of them. Noa reached into the box beside her.

“Jim?” he said, eyes widening as Noa raced toward him. As she ran she drew her arm back, then swung the metal bedpan as hard as she could. He shied away, drawing his arms up to protect his face. The bedpan made a loud, hollow sound when it connected with his temple. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped to the floor beside the other doctor.

Noa dashed back down the hallway, pausing at the end. She was still clutching the scalpel in her left hand, but chances were the people she was up against had knives, maybe even guns. The warehouse was dimly lit, which worked in her favor. It was enormous, too, so the people searching for her would have to split up. The scrubs might fool them at a distance, but that trick wouldn’t work for long; they were sure to find the doctors any minute now. She had to find a way out.

Noa edged along, keeping to the shadows. Ten feet down the adjoining wall she spotted a gap: another hallway, about thirty feet away. It was a risk—she might get to the end only to discover that the door was bolted like the other one. But spending too much time on the warehouse floor was suicide.

She moved as quickly as possible toward the opening, hoping that at a distance she’d be mistaken for the blond doctor. The crocs weren’t exactly ideal: They squeaked against the raw concrete, and there was no way she’d be able to run in them. Better than being barefoot, though. At least her feet were finally warming up.

She’d nearly reached the corridor when someone shouted, “Hey!”

Noa slowly pivoted.

The guy facing her was large and lumpy; he looked like a kid had stuffed clay into an oversized security uniform, dabbing on a stubby nose and ears as an afterthought. There was a gun in his right hand.

“I already checked down there,” the security guard said, indicating the space behind her with the gun barrel. “Don’t waste your time.”

Noa nodded her thanks, hoping he wouldn’t find it strange that she wasn’t answering. He sauntered off toward the next hallway, the one where the doctors were stashed.

She was about to slip down the corridor when someone across the room hollered, “Stop her!”

Turning, Noa spotted the blond doctor standing at the edge of the opposite hallway. In the darkness, his bare skin practically glowed. His arm was extended, finger pointing at her accusingly.

The security guard swiveled back toward her with a frown. Their eyes met, then Noa spun and broke into a run.

Peter Gregory was bored. He spent most weekends at Tufts University with his girlfriend. But Amanda was swamped with a huge paper, and she’d told him in no uncertain terms to not even consider showing up to distract her. His parents were away in Vermont celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary at the type of pseudo-bed-and-breakfast they loved, an alarming amount of chintz the only thing that differentiated it from a regular hotel.

At first, Peter had been kind of psyched—a whole weekend to himself, no one to put up a front for. He could spend it online, monitoring the projects birthed by his brainchild, /ALLIANCE/. Yesterday, a Croatian member announced he was on the verge of tracking down the kid who posted a video of setting a cat on fire. That had been a particularly gruesome attempt to garner fifteen minutes of fame, but sadly not an unusual one. Peter had been checking all day, though, and there were no new posts. Hardly anyone on /ALLIANCE/ at all. Maybe everyone was busy logging rest bubbles on World of Warcraft, he thought with a grin.

Peter liked to think of these vigilante hackers as his minions. Since he’d founded the underground website a year earlier, it had snowballed. It turned out he wasn’t the only one ticked off by all the hypocrisy out there. They’d become a loosely knit community of hackers with a mission: to target Internet bullies, animal abusers, sexual predators, and everyone else who took advantage of the weak. Peter’s only rule was no violence. He saw /ALLIANCE/ as a way to wreak justice by pranking the bad guys, and so far, that hadn’t been an issue: After all, the people who counted themselves as /ALLIANCE/ questers could wipe out someone’s credit history or destroy their privacy with a few keystrokes. In the end, that was a lot more effective than beating someone up.

Peter had already made the circuit of the house a few times, absently flicking lights on and off. It was big, a four-thousand-square-foot McMansion, so that consumed some time. He ended up in his dad’s office. He plopped down in the Aeron chair and spun a few times, then propped his feet on the desk as he tilted back. Through the picture window beside him their lawn stretched away from the house like a rolling black tide, stopping at the street where it lapped at towering elm trees.

Saturday night, and he was home alone. There was a party at his buddy Blake’s house, but he wasn’t really in the mood. After going to college parties with Amanda, the high-school equivalent struck him as a lame waste of time. Still, there was nothing to stop him from having some fun. His dad kept a bottle of twenty-year-old bourbon in his lower right-hand desk drawer. He wouldn’t miss a few pulls.

Peter punched in a code and the bottom drawer popped open. Ridiculous of his father to think that a three-digit lock would keep anyone out. Peter shook his head as he uncorked the bottle. It was insulting, really.

He took a swig and leaned back. Someone had inscribed a note on the label: For Bob Gregory, with sincere appreciation. The signature was illegible; probably another jerk his dad had thrown money at to achieve some awful end.

His father was the reason Peter had initially started /ALLIANCE/. A self-described “do-gooder investment banker,” his dad was the kind of guy who insisted on driving a Prius with all the bells and whistles, but couldn’t be bothered to drop his Pellegrino bottle in the recycling bin. He’d make a show of tucking a five-dollar bill in a homeless guy’s cup if people were around, then go home and donate the maximum amount allowed to a campaign geared toward keeping that guy on the streets. And Peter’s mother was no better. As a high-priced defense attorney, she spent her time ensuring that Boston’s most lethal lowlifes never saw the inside of a prison cell. The two of them were perfect for each other, Peter thought with a snort. No wonder they’d made it thirty years.

It had been a while since he’d checked out what Bob was up to, Peter mused, scratching his chin with the mouth of the bottle. Couldn’t hurt to take a look.

A stack of papers and files filled the rest of the drawer. Peter dug them out and splayed them across the desk, then started flipping through. Mostly dull stuff: stock reports, investor statements, prospectuses from a variety of hedge funds. One file was thicker than the others. He recognized his father’s careful writing along the tab, AMRF in block letters. Peter frowned. He went through the drawer fairly regularly. This was a new addition.

He perused the papers inside the file: more quarterly reports, meeting minutes in some incomprehensible shorthand. His father was listed on the letterhead as both a board member and financial adviser. No surprise there—Bob always jumped at the chance to join a board roster, and “financial advisers” surely got some sort of kickback.

Peter took another tug from the bottle of bourbon, then eyed it. If he drank much more, Bob would be able to tell. Reluctantly, he replaced the cork.

He was about to tuck the various papers and files back in the drawer, rearranging the bottle on top of them, when his eyes alit on the line item “Project Persephone.”

That was pretty exotic for a financial company; they tended to have a penchant for testosterone-driven names like “Maximus” and “Primidius.” Peter scanned the page, but all he could tell was that whatever Project Persephone was, it consumed a hefty chunk of AMRF’s significant annual budget. As in, almost all of it.

Something about the name, though, struck him as familiar. Peter keyed up Bob’s laptop, typing in the password when the box appeared on-screen: his mother’s birthday, of course. He did a quick web search for Persephone, and realized where he’d seen the name before: When they studied Greek myths back in middle school. Persephone was the girl who got kidnapped and dragged down to Hades, but her mom cut some deal where half the year, she returned to live back on Earth.

Peter sat back in the chair, puzzled. His eyes fell on the clock across the room: nearly seven thirty, SportsCenter would be on soon. The Bruins had played a game earlier, and he wanted to see the highlights. He debated closing the drawer and going on with his evening, but something nagged at him. Peter sighed and ran his fingers back over the keyboard, instituting a basic search on AMRF.

A long list of organizations went by that acronym, including the Algalita Marine Research Foundation and Americans Mad for Rad Foosball. Skimming the list, none of them jumped out as the kind of company Bob would invest in. Peter hesitated, then decided to dig further. He shut down Bob’s computer and went to retrieve his laptop.

Twenty minutes later, he was pretty sure he’d found the right site. From the look of things, it was some sort of medical research company, although whatever they were researching was buried under a string of code names. He dug around some more, but the majority of the company’s files were locked behind firewalls that resisted his first attempts to throw a ladder over. Peter knew that given enough time, he could surmount them—in the past, just for fun he’d hacked unnoticed into the Pentagon, FBI, and Scotland Yard databases. The question was, could anything Bob was involved with possibly be worth the time commitment?

Probably not, Peter decided. With a yawn, he powered down the laptop.

A minute later, his front door was kicked in.


CHAPTER
TWO

Noa found herself in a corridor identical to the one where she’d left the doctors. She raced down it, the guard’s footsteps pounding behind her, joined by the sound of others giving chase. The crocs flapped against her feet, slowing her down. She finally gave up, kicking out of them as she hit the corner. No point keeping her feet warm if it meant getting caught.

She glanced back—the guard had just rounded the corner, huffing hard, his face beet red. Just ahead of her, another set of double doors. No padlock, but one of those red signs that warned of an emergency alarm hung above the exit.

Noa ignored it and pushed through. The alarm sprang to life, blaring in her wake.

Outside, it was dusk. Freezing cold air hit her immediately, penetrating her thin cotton scrubs. Noa quickly scanned the surrounding area: It was some sort of warehouse complex, battered-looking, dust-colored buildings lining a narrow road. The pavement was uneven and scored with potholes. No cars or people in sight.

Noa broke right, aiming for a narrow gap between the buildings on the opposite side of the road.

Behind her the door slammed open against the wall, and she heard the guard shout.

The space between the buildings was narrow, barely wide enough for a single car to pass. A few Dumpsters, but otherwise no signs of life. Noa tore by a set of doors identical to the ones she’d escaped through. Too dangerous to go back inside a building, though—she had a better shot out in the open.

The part of her brain that was geared solely toward survival was screaming at her to go go go … it was a familiar voice, and listening to it had gotten her through bad situations before. Noa shut down the rest of her mind and let it take over, pushing aside the other distracting thoughts flitting through. Like the possibility that there might be more kids like her in each of these buildings, laid out on cold steel tables with bandaged chests.

A sudden sharp pain in her right foot nearly sent her sprawling. Noa staggered to the nearest building. Leaning against it, she lifted her foot and dug out a jagged piece of glass embedded in her heel. She bit her lip as blood flowed freely from the wound. She could hear them getting closer. Ignoring the throb in her foot and the matching one in her chest, she pushed off the building and started running again. The alley crossed another road before continuing on between an identical pair of warehouses. Everything looked abandoned; there wasn’t a vehicle or person in sight. Where was she?

Noa chanced a look back over her shoulder. The original guard had fallen back, but five others in the same uniform and much better shape were gaining ground. At the sight of them, Noa started to despair. She didn’t even know if she was still in Boston. And there didn’t seem to be any end to this warehouse complex.

Noa shoved those thoughts away. She wasn’t the type to give up, not even when it was probably the smarter choice. She ignored the pain in her chest and foot and the shouting voices behind her. Warehouses streamed past, punctuated by more narrow alleys. She abruptly broke free of them and nearly stopped dead.

She was facing an enormous parking lot, the blacktop so shiny it looked like a pond that had iced over. The air was thick with salt and oil, the wind tugging at her now that there were no buildings to catch it. As far as she could see, there were rows of boats perched on trailers.

Noa realized where she was: a marine shipyard, dry-dock storage for boats. Off in the distance she was relieved to recognize the Boston skyline, a cluster of dark brown buildings aspiring to be skyscrapers but falling short, tapering off as they slouched west.

As if on cue, a plane roared past a few hundred feet above her head, making a final approach. Her heart leaped: South Boston, then; somewhere near Logan Airport. An area she knew relatively well, thanks to six months spent in a City Point foster home.

The realization spurred her onward. Noa darted between the boats. They were parked close together in narrow slots. Some were battered workboats, with barnacles and algae smearing their hulls. As she progressed, they increased in scale until she was threading between daysailers and trawlers, cabin cruisers and sloops. Glancing back again, she realized with relief that, at least for the moment, she’d managed to lose them.

The voices sounded like they were spreading out—the search would slow them down. And it was unlikely they’d be able to check every boat for her.

There was also no way she could keep running. As her adrenaline reserves dissipated, her muscles started to protest. She felt weak, exhausted. The pain in her chest had escalated until it felt like someone was punching each breath into her, and her foot killed. She finally slowed to check it: bleeding, but not too badly. Despite the core heat she’d built up running, she was shivering. She needed to find real clothes, and some shoes. And if she kept going, she risked charging straight into one of her pursuers.

Noa scanned the boats, looking for one that would suit her purposes. A hundred feet away towered a miniyacht, with a sleek cherry hull and a dive platform hanging low over the back of the trailer.

She raced toward it.

Without breaking stride, Noa grabbed the rung of the ladder leading to the dive platform. She slung herself up and over the gunwales and dropped to the deck. She lay there, keeping very still as she tried to control her breathing.

Footsteps approaching. They suddenly slowed. Noa stopped breathing entirely as they paused. The deck of the boat was ten feet off the ground; she could hear someone panting just below her.

“Where the hell did she go?” a guy gasped.

“Damned if I know.” The second voice was deep and guttural, the accent more Rhode Island than Boston. “Wicked fast for a little girl. How’d she get out?”

“Jim was supposed to be watching her.”

A snort in response. “Figures.”

“Cole is gonna go ballistic when he finds out.”

At that, they fell silent. Out of the corner of her eye, Noa saw a smear of blood on the gunwale where she’d stepped on it. She must have left other traces on the blacktop and ladder. She silently prayed that they wouldn’t notice.

A radio crackled.

“I’ll get it,” Rhode Island muttered. After an electronic chirp, he said, “Yeah?”

“We’re meeting in the far east quadrant to regroup.” The voice coming through the radio was authoritative and deadly serious. Cole, Noa guessed. He didn’t sound like someone you’d mess with.

“Roger that,” Rhode Island replied. Another chirp, and he laughed. “You believe this guy? ‘Far east quadrant,’ like we’re back in Haji-land.”

“No kidding. Man, I hope this doesn’t take long. I wanted to catch the end of the game,” the other guy said.

The voices started to move away. Noa waited a few moments, then released her held breath. She was ten feet from the door to the main cabin. She crawled forward quickly on her belly, then reached up to turn the handle. The door was locked. She fell back against the deck and gritted her teeth. Finding it open would have been too much to hope for.

Noa scanned the deck for something to pick the lock. She knew from past experience that boat locks were designed more to stymie problem teenagers than experienced burglars. Luckily, she just happened to be both.

The deck was clear except for a small tackle box tucked beneath one of the benches lining the railings. As quietly as possible, Noa eased over and got it open. Scrounging around inside, she found a small fishhook: not ideal, but it would have to do.

It took five minutes to pick the lock. It would have been quicker, but the throbbing in her chest and foot was distracting. Plus she was forced to work at an odd angle, reaching up with her arm. Twice she had to yank it down as more guards passed the boat.

Noa waited another minute, straining to detect anyone nearby, then slowly opened the cabin door and slid inside, shutting it behind her.

Blinds were drawn over the tinted windows, shadowing the interior. She could just make out a plush living room set, leather captains’ chairs, and a solid table. Everything was bolted to the floor, but otherwise could have been straight out of any upscale furniture catalog.

Noa got to her feet and went down a few steps to the lower deck. She was in a narrow hallway, four doors off either side and one at the end. The first door on her left accordioned open to reveal a tiny bathroom. She went in and unhooked the latch for the medicine cabinet. She was in luck: It was fully stocked; apparently the owners didn’t bother clearing the boat out for winter storage. She sat on the toilet seat and examined her foot. A gouge ran along the heel of her right foot: It was long but didn’t look deep. She awkwardly held her foot over the sink, biting her lip as she poured antiseptic over it. After the wound stopped fizzing, she dabbed it with Neosporin and bandaged it with gauze.

She took a deep breath, which sent another spasm of pain through her chest. Reluctantly, she eased up her shirt.

Noa had seen the bandage when she changed into the scrubs, but there hadn’t been time to check under it. Plus, part of her was terrified to look. The oversized bandage was large, rectangular, a few shades darker than her skin. She forced herself to peel back a corner of it.

What she saw made her gasp. There was a three-inch-long incision running down the center of her chest. Small red marks on either side where sutures had been tugged out—she’d had stitches before; she recognized the aftermath. The cut had already scabbed over, but the skin around it was swollen and red.

Slowly, Noa pressed the bandage back into place and lowered her shirt. She frowned at her reflection in the mirror. In the light of the tiny fluorescent bulb above the sink, she looked much paler than usual. Dark blue circles under her eyes, hollow cheeks, lips cracked and peeling. She ran a hand through her jet-black hair and it came away greasy, as if she hadn’t showered for days.

Had the doctor been telling the truth? Had she really been in some sort of car accident? Noa shook her head—that didn’t make any sense. Otherwise she would have woken up in a regular hospital, and there wouldn’t be guards after her. No, this was something else.

Not that she had time to figure out what, exactly. She still had to get out of this shipyard somehow. Which wouldn’t be easy—she had no idea where the exit was, and wandering around looking for it was a bad idea.

Noa splashed some cold water on her face and dabbed it dry with a corner of the shirt. Feeling slightly better, she limped across the hall to a tiny bedroom with taupe curtains drawn over the portholes. The queen-sized bed against the bulkhead was stripped down to the mattress. Noa slid open the drawers built into the wall, but they were all empty.

She got lucky in the next bedroom. It was similarly barren, but on the closet floor she found a ratty, faded Wesleyan sweatshirt, baggy black sweatpants, and a pair of rubber fishing boots. Based on the smell, this must be the owner’s designated fishing outfit. Digging through the drawers produced a pair of mismatched sweat socks and a black knit cap.

It wouldn’t really be enough to combat the cold, but it was better than what she had on. Noa changed quickly, then sat on the edge of the bed to puzzle out her next move.

If she stayed on the boat, there was a good chance they’d find her. The shouting had diminished, but that didn’t mean anything. For all she knew, they’d called another hundred guys and were planning on searching every boat.

Why they were devoting so much energy to looking for her was the larger question. Her fingers went to the bandage on her chest. What had they done to her? Noa had heard stories, kind of the foster-kid version of the bogeyman: street kids getting drugged by a stranger and waking up without a kidney, that sort of thing. She’d never put much stock in it—even if the stories were true, she considered herself too smart and experienced to have to worry about it.

But she was wrong. Someone had taken her, and she couldn’t even remember how or when. Besides, the cut was on her chest, not her back. It wasn’t like they could have taken her heart, right? What else was in there?

She might not make it through the next few hours anyway, Noa reminded herself. So worrying about that now was probably a waste of time.

She’d gotten lucky once, though. Maybe it would happen again. Motivated, she got up and went back into the hallway. Next was another empty room, this one with bunk beds. The final door at the end of the hall opened onto the ship’s bridge. It was stocked with an elaborate array of marine equipment and controls. Unfortunately, no sign of a phone or computer.

Then her eyes alit on the ship-to-shore radio. Noa turned the dial, and the receiver lit up. A smile slowly spread across her face.

Peter was choking on a mouthful of carpet. One of the men who’d stormed into his house was driving his knee into Peter’s back while simultaneously pressing his face into the rug. The cloying sweetness of rug shampoo was making him gag, which helped allay some of the shock.

“What do you want?” he asked, trying not to sound as scared as he felt. “There’s no money here.”

No one answered. He started to struggle. The guy on top of him increased the pressure until it felt like he was being driven into the floor like a nail, and his head might actually go through the rug and pop out the other side. Peter went limp. He was terrified. He’d heard about home invasions before. His friend’s dad worked at a bank, and when they were younger two guys held the whole family at gunpoint overnight, then forced the dad to help them rob the bank in the morning. Was this something like that? They seemed official, highly trained. Or maybe it was a kidnapping? His parents were rich; he’d heard about stuff like that happening, too.

The scary thing was that he wasn’t so sure his parents would pay a ransom for him.

It was hard to see, but Peter was pretty sure there were three guys in the room, all dressed identically in black. When they’d first stormed in they had guns drawn, but from what he could tell they’d tucked them away. At least he hadn’t been shot yet, which was probably a good sign. There were others with them; he could hear them moving from room to room, muttering to one another in low voices. They seemed to be waiting for something. Or someone.

“Get off me!” he managed, the words muffled by piling.

A set of loafers entered his line of sight. Black leather buffed to a shine, black suit pants, cuffs broken in a sharp line at the heel: the mark of a pricey tailoring job. Peter followed them up. A tall guy loomed over him, dressed in a full three-piece suit with a red tie. A lawyer, if Peter had to guess; everyone at his mom’s firm looked and dressed like that. That provided a measure of relief. A lawyer wouldn’t let them hurt him. And the guy seemed to be in charge; the mood in the room had shifted when he came in.

Still, he looked peeved, like Peter was an annoyance he’d prefer not to deal with, a piece of gum he’d just discovered stuck to his heel. He was probably in his thirties, dark hair cropped short, cold gray eyes. “Let him up,” the guy said.

Peter felt the pressure release. He got to his feet, trying to hide the shakiness. His back ached where the knee had pushed on it. He tried to sound confident when he said, “Get the hell out of my house, or I’ll call the cops.”

The man in the suit eyed him. After a beat, he said, “You’re the son.”

His voice creeped Peter out; it was completely flat and toneless. Disinterested.

“I’m going to say it one more time. Get out.” Peter went to the phone on the desk and picked up the receiver. Held his breath the whole time, waiting for them to stop him.

The suit appeared amused. “There won’t be a dial tone. We cut the line.”

Peter pressed the on button to double-check. He was right; there was no dial tone. He went for his cell phone, which was tucked in his pocket—hopefully it hadn’t been damaged when they threw him to the ground.

But the suit held up a hand to stop him. “That signal is being jammed, too.”

Jamming a cell signal was no mean feat—as far as he knew, it required the kind of military equipment only governments could afford. Peter left his phone in his pocket. “Who are you?”

“Is anyone else in the house?” the suit asked.

Peter opened his mouth to answer, but paused. Lying seemed like a bad idea. Besides, they were searching the rest of the house so they probably already knew. “No, I’m alone.”

“And this is your computer?” As the suit approached the desk, Peter eased to the other side, keeping it between them. The guy didn’t seem to notice. He flipped it open, and glanced up when it came out of hibernation. “Password?” he asked, looking at Peter.

Peter drew himself up and tried to sound defiant as he said, “No way I’m telling you that.”

The guy shrugged. He unplugged the power cable and started to leave the room, the computer tucked under his arm.

“Hey, wait!” Peter said. “You can’t take that!”

“I just did,” the guy said without turning back.

Peter went after him. The others just watched as he passed them and followed the guy into the hall. The suit was walking briskly, like he had somewhere to be. “That’s mine. You steal it, I’ll call the cops.”

The suit stopped walking. He turned to face Peter, his expression grave. “You won’t do that.”

“Why not?”

The suit’s eyes narrowed. “Because if you do, we’ll come back. And next time we’ll take you,” he said, a note of menace in his voice.

Peter paused at that. It was just a computer, and it was automatically backed up to an external server. Still, the way the guy was acting bothered the hell out of him; like he had the right to do this, and Peter was the one in the wrong. “My folks are going to go nuts when they hear about this,” he said.

The suit smiled. “Give Bob and Priscilla my best. And tell your father to call me at his earliest convenience.”

It took Peter a second to recover from the fact that this guy seemed to know his parents, and well, from the sound of it. “Who are you?”

“My name is Mason,” he said. “Someone will be by shortly to repair the front door.”

Without breaking stride, he marched out the door and into the night.

“I told you, this is a private facility.”

“Yes, sir, I heard you. But we got a call about a fire here, and we’re not leaving without checking it out.”

Crouched beneath a boat trailer fifty feet away, Noa watched two men argue loudly at the entrance to the boatyard. A fire truck was parked in front of the open gate. The sirens had been turned off but the lights still spun, carving a steady red swath through the scene. The rest of the firefighters stood back, watching their chief argue with a security guard.

“Who called it in?”

“The harbormaster.”

“Well, he was wrong.”

“All due respect, we don’t need clearance.” The chief’s eyes narrowed. “We’re the Boston Fire Department. That gives us the right.”

“I’m under strict orders here.” The guard tugged at his shirt collar, as if it were slowly choking him. “I can’t let anyone in.”

“When we get called somewhere, we go. It’s a boatyard, not a nuclear power plant. So what’s the problem?”

“Do you even see a fire?” The security guard gestured behind himself.

The fire chief looked past his shoulder, then snorted. “Yeah, actually, I do.”

The guard pivoted. Halfway through the boatyard an oily plume of dark smoke was rising.

Noa exhaled hard, relieved. If the truck had driven away without coming inside, any hope of escape would have gone with it. She’d waited for the truck to arrive before lighting an improvised fuse: a couple of strung-together candlewicks that led to a stack of oily rags. It was the best she could manage with the limited supplies on the boat.

As soon as the fuse started smoking, the remaining guards went nuts, practically tripping over one another in their haste to track down the source. They tore past the boat a few aisles away, where she’d taken shelter. Noa waited until it sounded like most of them were gone, then ran as quickly as possible toward the red lights. And now it looked like her plan had worked—the first part of it, at least.

The guard turned back to find the chief grinning at him. “So you guys got this handled, or you want us in there? ’Cause I’m looking at about a billion dollars’ worth of boats that are about to become kindling. Then it’ll jump to those warehouses, and you’re gonna want to break out the marshmallows.”

At the mention of the warehouses, the guard blanched white. He stalked a few feet away and jabbered into a radio. A minute later he came back and waved the fire truck in.

The chief issued a cheery wave to the guard as the truck drove past. The guard closed the gate, then watched the truck turn down the main aisle. Hands on his hips, shoulders tensed, he muttered to himself. Then he ducked back inside the small hut at the entrance.

Noa stayed low, bent double as she followed the truck from a few aisles over. She’d spotted cameras on either side of the gate, four of them aimed to cover the entrance on both sides. So just strolling past was out of the question, even if she managed to distract the guard. And someone had to be watching the gate; it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out this was her escape plan.

On the other side of the gate, she’d seen a long strip of pavement stretching off into the distance. The road was lined by parking lots ensconced in high fences. After about a half mile, the pavement jigged right.

That was a lot of ground to cover. And she wouldn’t be able to make it without being seen: It was wide open, with nothing to hide behind.

Luckily, the cameras were pointed down. Bearing that in mind, she’d developed a backup plan.

Night had fallen, and the dark sweatshirt and sweatpants made it easier for her to move freely. Noa zigzagged through the boats, keeping her eyes and ears peeled for pursuers. Most seemed to have slunk back to the warehouses when the fire department responded. Having a few dozen security guards for a boatyard would probably have raised some eyebrows, she thought with a snort.

The truck stopped. Peering beneath the nearest boat, Noa watched the firefighters scramble toward the burning yacht. The fire had developed nicely—she could feel the heat of it from here, and bits of black ash swept past on the wind. A long white hose unraveled, bouncing off the blacktop as the firefighters dragged it forward at a trot.

One stayed with the truck. His focus was directed toward where the rest of his battalion had disappeared. They must have signaled him, because he suddenly deftly spun a wheel, turning the water on. The long white hose went taut.

Noa watched him, her anxiety growing. She’d hoped the firefighters would leave the truck unattended; it hadn’t occurred to her that one might stay close by. To execute her plan, she needed to get past him.

She’d already considered approaching the firefighters directly to ask for help. But that would open the door to a whole host of other problems she wasn’t ready to deal with. They’d call in Children’s Services, and Noa would be stuck dealing with social workers, judges, and cops again. No matter what had happened to her, she refused to get sucked back into the system after devoting so much effort to escaping it.

Of course, if she couldn’t manage to get out of this boatyard …

There had to be a way. Noa frowned, thinking. She still had the rest of the matches, tucked in the front pouch of her sweatshirt. Maybe another fire?

As she was digging for them, there was a sudden call from the yacht.

The firefighter’s head jerked up. “I’ll be right there!” he called out. He flipped open one of the panels set in the side of the truck, extracted something, and trotted off toward his companions.

Noa hesitated, but just for a second. No knowing how long he’d be gone, and the fire would surely be extinguished soon. She edged out from the shelter of the boat she’d been hiding behind and made her way toward the main aisle.

It seemed clear. She peered in both directions, but couldn’t make out anything except the shadows of firefighters cloaked in a wreath of dwindling smoke about a hundred feet away. Now or never, she told herself, drawing a deep breath.

Staying on the ball of her injured foot, she raced for the side of the truck. Awkwardly, she scrambled up the ladder mounted on the side and landed hard on top. She pressed herself flat against the roof. Panting, she strained her ears, listening for any indication that she’d been spotted.

A minute passed, then another. Nothing.

It felt like an eternity, but probably only fifteen minutes went by before she heard the chief say, “Wrap it up, folks.”

Noa lay still as they packed up their truck, chattering the whole time about what a jerk-off the guard had been. She prayed they wouldn’t have to put anything on top. Minutes passed. Finally the engine roared to life, gears whining as the truck jerked back toward the gate, going in reverse down the main aisle.

A metal beam ran the length of the roof on either side of her. Noa braced her hands and feet against it, holding on tight. Her right foot throbbed in protest where she’d cut it, but she gritted her teeth against the pain. If they accelerated sharply or went too fast, she’d be sent flying.

At last the truck cleared the gate, concertina wire retreating in the distance. Hopefully the cameras had been directed too low to catch a shot of her as they lurched past.

After a slow three-point turn, the truck faced down the road. They were driving at a leisurely pace, clearly not in any hurry now that they were headed back. As they hit the right turn, the truck slowed. Noa seized the opportunity to roll off the back. Her foot protested, sending a shock of pain all the way up her calf. The sensation knocked her off her feet, and for a second she lay in the middle of the road, curled in a ball.

The truck slowly eased out of sight. Summoning her last reserve of strength, Noa forced herself to get up and break into a trot, following it. A couple hundred yards away, the truck stopped at an intersection. The light turned green and it hooked right, joining the sweep of cars driving back to the city. Noa ran as fast as she could until she reached the road, listening the whole time for a car coming up behind her. Once there, she turned right and jogged a few more blocks before stopping. Looking up, she got her bearings. She knew this intersection; there was a T stop about a mile away.

She pulled the hood up, shading her face, and tucked her hands into the sweatshirt pouch. Shoulders hunched against the cold, Noa crossed the street and started limping toward the station.

Peter paced across his father’s office: five steps forward to the shelves filled with decorative leather-bound books, then five back to the desk where his computer had sat ten minutes earlier. He didn’t know what to do.

The rest of the guys in black had left with Mason. No one seemed particularly concerned about him once they took his computer, and he’d discovered why pretty quickly. The landline into the house had been sliced, and so had the cable, incapacitating the network. Not a huge deal—he had a satellite hookup. But after getting that set up on his father’s computer, Peter realized he didn’t even know who to contact.

He’d dug out his cell phone; there was a signal again, so they must have stopped jamming it. More than anything he wanted to talk to his parents. The familiarity with which Mason had said their names freaked him out, and Peter was suddenly convinced that something terrible must have happened to them. He’d already called three times, but neither of them was picking up, which was a really bad sign. Priscilla and Bob were never without their phones. Peter always joked that they’d be taking calls during the apocalypse. They walked around all day with Bluetooth devices jutting out of their ears. Half the time Peter would think they were talking to him, only to realize after a few sentences that they were actually engaged in a work conversation. It was one of the things he really hated about them.

And now, the one time he was desperate for them to answer, they weren’t picking up.

He redialed. Again, it went straight to voice mail. “Yeah, Dad? Peter again. Listen, something kind of … bad happened, and I really need to talk to you. It’s important. Call me back.”

He hung up, frustrated. Peter was tempted to call Amanda and see what she thought he should do. But he could predict how that conversation would go. She’d immediately start criticizing him for not calling the cops, and would probably insist that he hang up and dial 911.

Which he’d been tempted to do, but something stopped him. He got the feeling that calling this in would make things even worse. And would they even believe him? It sounded crazy—that a bunch of armed guys had broken into his house but only took his computer, leaving behind the more expensive one sitting beside it. The only sign that the guys had been there at all was the damaged front door—and Mason had said someone would come by to fix it. That was what was stopping him, he realized; what kind of thief offered that? What was really going on here?

Peter went behind the desk and collapsed back in his dad’s chair. He opened the drawer again and took a big pull off the whiskey bottle, not caring anymore whether or not Bob noticed.

His cell phone rang.

Peter sprang to answer it, nearly sending it flying in his eagerness. “Hello?”

“Peter? What’s going on?” his dad demanded.

Peter fell back into the chair, overcome by a profound wave of relief. “Dad, I’m so—”

“What’s he saying?” Priscilla’s voice in the background.

“He’s not saying anything yet; give me a chance to talk to him.” As always, Bob sounded annoyed. He was one of those people who firmly believed that the world was engaged in an overarching and continuous plot to get under his skin and make life difficult. Peter could never figure out why. As far as he could tell, Bob’s life couldn’t be going much more smoothly. “Peter, you’re only supposed to call in an emergency. I thought we made that clear. We’re celebrating here, and don’t want to be disturbed.”

“This is an emergency,” Peter said defensively. “A bunch of guys broke into the house.”

“What? When?”

“Tonight. They just left.”

“Did you call the police?”

“Not yet,” Peter said, thinking, Nice of you to be concerned. Not Are you okay, Peter? or Did they hurt you? But then, nothing unusual about that.

“Well, why the hell not? What did they take?”

“Just my computer.” Peter paused. “Dad, he said his name was Mason. He seemed to know you and Mom.”

Silence on the line.

“Dad?” Peter finally said.

“We’re on our way home now. Just sit tight until we get there,” Bob said. There was an undercurrent of concern in his voice, and maybe even a little fear as he forcefully added, “Do not call the cops. I mean it, Peter—don’t tell anyone about this.”

“But Dad—”

“We’ll see you in a few hours. Remember, Peter—not a word.”

Peter heard his mother protesting in the background, then silence. Bob had hung up.

He started to lift the whiskey bottle back to his mouth, then changed his mind—he needed to be able to think. Peter put the bottle back in the drawer. As he was closing it, his eyes fell on the AMRF folder again. Twenty minutes after he started snooping around that firewall, a bunch of private security lackeys busted into his house. The chances of that being pure coincidence was slim.

What was AMRF, really? And what were they trying to hide?

The only way to find out was to make an active assault on their firewall—this time, covering his tracks. There was only one problem: They’d taken his laptop. And clearly, he couldn’t use Bob’s computer to hack in. Mason’s threat had been clear enough, and Peter didn’t want to think about what would happen if they caught him sniffing around again.

Peter tapped a finger against the desktop, his mind whirring. He wasn’t about to leave this alone, though. He needed help with this, from someone who couldn’t be directly linked to him. Someone that even those guys would have a tough time finding.

And he knew the perfect person.

He signed in to /ALLIANCE/ again—it was his website; even if they were somehow monitoring Bob’s computer, they couldn’t expect him not to manage it. Someone had posted a new video since his last log-in, but he didn’t have time to look at it. Peter tapped a series of keys to gain access to past posts.

He’d deliberately built anonymity into the framework of /ALLIANCE/. Similar groups had faced lawsuits in recent years, with governments from the United States to Sweden trying to track down hackers and penalize them. Plus there was always the danger that some of the more anarchically minded members might do something that wasn’t in line with his mission statement. So Peter made a point of loosely tracking regular posters, making sure they weren’t either government flunkies trying to co-opt the site, or people just trying to enact retribution on someone for personal reasons.

So while there were no real names used, Peter could get in touch with anyone who posted if he needed to.

He composed the email to Rain@me.com. Subject heading: Research for paper—keeping it innocuous in case the computer was being monitored. In the body of the email, he wrote, Wanted to talk more about our term paper. Meet @ the quad later to discuss.

Before hitting send, Peter hesitated. Getting someone else involved might put them in danger. Based on past postings, Rain sounded pretty tough, but still—it was a risk.

Then he remembered the feel of the knee in his back, and the arrogant expression on Mason’s face as he walked out the door with Peter’s computer. He clicked the mouse, sending the email out into the ether. Then he sat back to wait.


CHAPTER
THREE

Noa rushed up the stairs. She’d gotten off the T at Copley Station, the closest stop to the Apple Store on Boylston Street. But the store would be closing in fifteen minutes.

She’d kept her head down on the train, but no one seemed to notice her. It was always almost too easy to sneak a ride on the T. Noa made a point of paying when she could, honoring their honor system. Still, it was times like this that the lax security came in handy. The train had brought her past the stop nearest her apartment. When the doors slid open, she’d been tempted to jump out and head to her place. Maybe it was just a fluke that she’d been grabbed while walking away from it; maybe whoever took her didn’t know where she lived. She could take a shower, put on her own clothes. Crawl into bed, even though she didn’t feel tired despite everything that had happened.

Too risky, she decided. Not until she found out more about what was going on.

When she stepped through the doors into the cool white interior of the store, she was enveloped by a wave of calm. Funny how just seeing the giant logo of an apple with a bite out of it did that to her. For most people, home was represented by four walls and a roof. Not for Noa. She preferred a motherboard to a mother, a keyboard to house keys. Nothing was more comforting than the hum of a spinning hard drive.

At this hour, the store was nearly empty. The greeter was a geeky-looking guy in his midtwenties with a pocked face and spiky hair stiff with gel. His smile was strained as he said in a single breath, “Welcome to the Apple store can I help you with something we’re closing in five minutes.”

“Fifteen,” Noa corrected him.

“What?”

“Fifteen. You close at nine.”

He opened his mouth as if to argue, but she’d already moved past him, headed to the laptops bolted to a table at the far end of the room. There were a few other people checking out iPads nearby. No one paid any attention as she started tapping a rapid sequence into the keyboard of a floor model.

A minute later, she logged off and went to the register. A bored-looking clerk handed a bag to the customer ahead of her, then waved her up to the counter.

“My dad ordered me a computer. I’m here to pick it up,” Noa said.

“Name?”

“Latham. Nora Latham.” The Lathams were the fictional foster family she’d invented to fool social services. After a series of less-than-stellar experiences with the foster-care system, Noa had come to the conclusion that she was better off on her own. So she’d established a bank account in their name and filled it with cash earned by her fictional foster father. As far as her clients knew, she was Ted Latham, a brilliant yet reclusive IT consultant. He worked freelance, primarily for a West-Coast-based company named Rocket Science. They were perfect in that they held Ted’s skill set in such high regard that they threw a lot of business his way and didn’t question eccentricities like his refusal to make on-site visits. Ted had a social security number, a PO Box, and a stellar credit rating. And he was extremely generous with his foster daughter, transferring nearly his entire income into her personal account every month. Plus he and his wife, Nell, were big believers in homeschooling: so good-bye, high school. They were easily the best parents she’d ever had.

The clerk tapped some keys, then said, “Yup, here it is. I’ll have them bring it out for you. Step to the side to wait.”

Noa obliged. As she waited for the new MacBook Pro, she felt a pang. Her old computer had been in her messenger bag when she was taken. Losing it hurt almost as much as the loss of the jade bracelet. It was the nicest thing she’d ever owned. She’d just bought a similar model, slightly smaller and more portable, the 13-inch rather than the 15-inch. Chances were, she’d be carrying it everywhere for the indefinite future, so better to travel light.

A guy came out of the stockroom holding the new computer in a box. He was a slight variation on the door greeter, just as pimply but with darker hair. He grinned at her. “Nora?”

“Yup.” She held out her hands for the box.

He held on to it. “This is a great computer; I’ve got the same one at home.”

“Yeah, I know,” Noa said impatiently.

“We’re about to close, but if you want help setting it up, there’s a Starbucks right down the—”

“No thanks.” Noa reached for it again.

He looked wounded, but handed it over. “All right, then. Enjoy.”

Noa didn’t bother answering. She grabbed the box, tucked it under her arm, and headed out the door.

Even though her fingers were itching to tear open the box, she forced herself to wait until she was five blocks away. This time of night, downtown was quiet and desolate. She found the open Starbucks near Back Bay Station and made her way to a corner table, ignoring the pointed look of the girl behind the register who was waiting to take orders. Noa was oddly still not hungry, but the smell of brewing coffee was making her long for a mocha.

She remained freezing, though, like her insides were a solid block of ice. Noa rubbed her hands together, attempting to warm up.

She opened the box, got out the laptop, and powered it up. First thing she had to do was access some cash. These days, you needed at least a debit card to get through the day.

Noa logged on to her bank account, then checked the credit card companies. None of them could get her cash or a card replacement outside of a twenty-four-hour window, which meant she’d be stuck on the street until then. Not the worst thing in the world, but more than anything right now she wanted to be alone. The girl behind the register was still eyeing her, and Noa met her gaze, glaring her down. When the girl looked away, suddenly extremely interested in the muffin selection, Noa allowed herself a small smile and turned back to the screen.

Her eyes fell on the clock at the upper right-hand corner, and she frowned. That couldn’t be right.

A well-thumbed copy of the Boston Globe was splayed across the next table. Noa reached over and grabbed it to double-check the date.

“Oh my God,” she mumbled aloud. October twenty-fifth. The last day she remembered was October third. She’d lost three weeks.

Noa leaned back against the wall, stunned. Her hand reflexively went to her chest again, where the incision throbbed dully. She really needed a quiet place to try to figure out what had happened. Which meant that she might have to suck it up and do her least favorite thing in the whole world: Ask someone for help.

She logged into her email account and scanned through. A few messages from Rocket Science about potential jobs, the tone becoming increasingly annoyed as “Ted” didn’t respond. Some spam, and a couple of online billers.

Nothing personal. She’d been gone three weeks, and no one had missed her. Noa knew it should make her feel sad, but it was oddly gratifying. It meant she was leaving a tiny footprint, which was exactly what her goal had been.

Lacking those personal connections was inconvenient now, though. She’d had a foster family a few years ago that had been okay, or at least less awful than the others. She wondered how the Wilsons would react to her showing up on their doorstep....

As she was debating it, an email popped into her account. She recognized the handle, Vallas, but frowned at the message. Had this been sent accidentally? She hadn’t graced a school in over a year, ever since she figured out how to game the system. Yet the email mentioned a term paper.

Curious, she responded with, Sure. See you there.

She closed out her email and logged on to The Quad, an online forum populated entirely by hackers. Tough to find if you didn’t know where to look for it, since it was shielded from all the search engines. You had to be invited to participate, and it was a fairly exclusive community; only the best of the best were asked. Noa had been thrilled when the offer to join came in. One of the only times in her life when she’d really felt like she belonged.

Online, Noa went by the handle Rain. She’d become curious about her name a few years earlier and nosed around into the origins of it. It turned out to be a relatively common Scandinavian name. One site claimed it derived from Odin; in Denmark “Noa-skeppet” and “Oden-Skeppet” were used interchangeably to describe a type of cloud formation that meant rain was coming.

She’d always liked rain anyway, not being much of a sun person. So it suited her.

She waited until Vallas appeared as a user, then invited him into a private chat and typed, What’s up?

Need help researching AMRF, Vallas wrote.

That was strange. She mainly knew Vallas from a hacktivist group she frequented, /ALLIANCE/. She generally shied away from that sort of thing, not being much of a joiner. Most were focused on pulling off juvenile pranks anyway, or were downright criminal, and she had no interest in drawing the attention of law enforcement. But /ALLIANCE/ seemed different. Some of what they did struck near and dear to her heart, like when they went after perverts and bullies. So she’d participated in a few of their raids over the past few months.

Still, with everything she had going on right now, she wasn’t about to get involved with someone else’s vendetta. She was busy enough with her own.

Sorry, no time.

A pause, then Vallas typed, It’s important. I can pay you.

Noa was about to respond that she didn’t need money, then hesitated. Actually, that’s exactly what she needed. But she needed it now. Western Union would ask for some sort of ID before handing over cash; otherwise she’d initiate a transfer from her own account. But based on some of Vallas’s posts, she knew he was a local kid—a couple of times he’d referenced things only a Bostonian would know about. Still, that didn’t necessarily mean she could trust him. Dare she risk it?

It has to be cash, she typed. Tonight.

A longer pause before he wrote back, How much?

A thousand to start.

I can get you $500.

Noa smiled—that would be more than she’d need to get her through the next day. And barring any bank screwups, she’d be able to access her own money again by tomorrow or the day after at the latest.

Fine, she wrote. Where should we meet?

Peter signed off and closed the phone. He’d logged on to The Quad with his cell since he figured it would be more secure than using Bob’s computer. At least in theory it would be harder for anyone to access the information, especially since he was on a forum created by some of the best tech minds in the world. The Quad was the online equivalent of a medieval fortress.

Still, he was nervous about meeting Rain in person. He wasn’t even sure how old Rain was, or if he should expect a male or female. He kind of assumed it would be a guy, based on the /ALLIANCE/ demographic, but these days you never knew. They’d agreed to meet in Back Bay Station by the burrito cart. This late it would probably be deserted.

He grabbed his ATM card and headed out. It took forty-five minutes to get there, mainly because he had to stop to withdraw the maximum daily amount to pay Rain. Five hundred dollars was a lot to ask for, but Rain was easily one of the best hackers frequenting /ALLIANCE/. Maybe even better than him, he was forced to admit. Plus Peter had the cash. Bob and Priscilla were kind of clueless about money, so his allowance was way more than what most of his friends got.

Peter was more concerned about how Bob would react if he wasn’t back home by the time they returned, so he drove into town rather than take the T.

He parked in a lot nearby and sat there for a second. This all felt very cloak-and-dagger, meeting a stranger late at night in a train station for a payoff. A small part of him was thrilled by it all. It had definitely turned out to be a more interesting night than he’d expected.

He checked his watch; they’d agreed to meet at ten thirty, and it was a little before that. Peter got out of the car and crossed the street to Back Bay Station.

A few homeless people were huddled near the entrance under makeshift shelters crafted from shopping carts and ragged, smelly blankets. Peter gave them a wide berth and tried to walk with a confident swagger. He wished he’d worn something other than his fleece and jeans; he felt hopelessly conspicuous and out of place. Where he lived was technically part of the city, but in reality it was more of a sheltered suburb. He’d been spending more time in Boston proper since Amanda started school at Tufts, but even then they mainly hung out on campus. This felt different, and Peter was suddenly hyperconscious of the wad of hundreds in his wallet.

He shook it off, drawing himself up straight. This was Back Bay Station, not some dark alley. There had to be cops around; he just wasn’t seeing any.

Peter walked in the front doors and stopped. It was cavernous inside, much bigger than he remembered. He had no idea how to find the burrito cart where they were supposed to meet.

The tiled floor echoed under his feet as he wandered around. He went to a few of the platforms, but only saw a handful of exhausted-looking people, most staring at the ground, each clearly in their own world. No one who seemed to be waiting for someone.

Back upstairs, he walked the length of the building, then took out his phone to double-check the time. Nearly eleven. He was frustrated, ready to give up.

“Vallas?”

Peter turned. He hadn’t known exactly what to expect, but it wasn’t this. Facing him was a girl with raven hair and enormous blue-green eyes. She looked like she was his age, or maybe a little younger. Pale skin, to the point where in this light she almost glowed. She had a MacBook Pro box tucked under her arm.

Despite the crazy outfit she was wearing, she was gorgeous. He swallowed hard to fight the sudden dryness in his mouth.

“Rain?” he managed.

“Would anyone else call you Vallas?” she asked, blatantly examining him. Peter got the distinct feeling that he wasn’t what she’d expected, either, and not in a good way. “What’s a Vallas, anyway?”

“It’s the name of my avatar in WoW.”

She gave him a blank look. “W-O-W? Like, wow?”

“No, not wow.” Peter felt slightly silly as he explained, “World of Warcraft.”

“The video game?” Her eyebrows arched.

“It’s an online multiplayer role-playing game,” Peter said defensively. Lots of the chat threads on wikis and image-boards were devoted to WoW discussions; he’d deliberately chosen the name /ALLIANCE/ for the site because he knew people would recognize the reference and rally to it. Pretty much every hacker he knew spent hours every day enmeshed in the ongoing battle between the Alliance and their evil counterparts, the Horde. Every hacker but one, Peter realized with consternation, judging by her reaction. “I’m a Night Elf,” he finished lamely.

“Interesting,” Rain said, looking bored. “You brought the money, right?”

“Yeah, it’s here.” He glanced around before pulling out his wallet. The few people there didn’t seem to be paying any attention to them. He quickly handed her the cash, and she tucked it in the front pouch of her sweatshirt. “Brought you this, too,” he said, handing her a flash drive. “In case you didn’t have an extra one.”

“Thanks.” She tucked it in the same pouch, then abruptly turned and started walking away.

“I’m not some huge WoW geek,” he explained, falling in step beside her. “It just seemed to fit.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “So what’s AMRF?”

“I’m not sure. But I hacked into their database tonight, and a half hour later a bunch of guys broke into my house.”

That stopped her. She turned and examined him curiously. “Were they dressed like security guards?”

“Nope. All in black, like commandos or something.”

“Oh.” She abruptly lost interest. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a link. They’re working on something called Project Persephone. If you want, I can text it to you.”

“I don’t have a phone,” she said.

“Seriously?” Peter was flabbergasted. He didn’t know anyone their age who didn’t have a cell phone.

“I prefer email.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll email it to you, then.”

“Whatever,” Rain said.

They were standing in front of the station now, facing the parking lot. Peter couldn’t shake the feeling that she was trying to get rid of him as quickly as possible, and he suddenly got nervous. How could he be sure she wouldn’t screw him over, just take the cash and go? Suddenly, he felt like an idiot for giving it all up front.

“You’re really going to do this for me, right?” he asked.

Rain’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Well, five hundred dollars is a lot of money, and I don’t even know you.”

“If I say I’m going to do something, I do it,” she said. “That’s all you need to know.”

She started walking away.

“Hey, wait. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean … can I give you a ride somewhere?” Peter called after her.

Rain didn’t answer; she just kept going without looking back.

Peter watched until she turned the corner and disappeared. He walked back to his Prius feeling annoyed. There were other /ALLIANCE/ members he could have gotten to do this—probably for free, too. He’d gotten too swept up in the moment, and should have stopped to reconsider the minute she asked for money. Now he just had to hope that she came through and didn’t cheat him.

He didn’t know why she’d gotten him so flustered, either. He had a girlfriend, and Amanda was arguably even better looking. Peter glanced at his watch—he’d have to hurry to get home before Bob and Priscilla. He shoved the strange girl out of his mind and broke into a jog as he headed back toward his car.
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