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PART 1

WHO CAN BE TRUSTED?



CHAPTER 1

CHARLIE

November 22, 2090

Four days. I hadn’t found a trace of Rochelle or a clue to her whereabouts in ninety-six hours. After leaving her with Molly on that gravel road outside of town, I had foregone sleep to aid with every phase of the search. Too tired to stay awake while sitting down, I paced from Alexander’s kitchen into his living room and back again. Each time I passed, I stopped at the window above the big kitchen sink, slid aside the thin curtain, and scanned the front yard lit only by the porch light and the moon.

“The Defiance has taken control of Dallas and continue their southward march to Austin. Militias have formed to stop their progress, but they’re outnumbered and disorganized in comparison to The Defiance.” I switched off the radio before the reporter could deliver any more bad news about the country’s gradual fall to Defiance rule.

“You have to eat something, Charlie.” Alexander, twenty years old and mayor of the small Nebraska town of Maibe, poked at the contents of an open Styrofoam container on the kitchen table. A closed one sat in front of my empty chair. On his way home from the weekly council meeting, he stopped at the diner and picked up two hamburgers with fries. Although he’d tried to convince me to take my usual notes to write the meeting report for the newspaper, I couldn’t imagine attending without Rochelle. And I dreaded the questions the remaining three council members would ask.

“I’m not that hungry.” The response had become automatic whenever food was offered. For the first forty-eight hours after I’d lost Rochelle, Alexander and I had driven up and down miles of gravel roads north of town. We stopped at every farm to talk to the people living there and walked around the abandoned ones but came up empty in our search for a red truck. For the last two days, I’d been unable to shake the sickening realization I would never see Rochelle again and it was all my fault.

“Please.” Alexander sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m going to see Kinley in a little while and she always asks how you are. You should really call her—or better yet, stop by the house with me.”

Walking over to the table, I flipped open my container and shoved two fries into my mouth. “Tell her I’m alive, and I won’t rest until I find Rochelle. I don’t expect her to forgive me.”

“She’s not mad. Just worried. About you, about Rochelle, about Todd.” The dark shadows under his eyes and the way he leaned heavily against the table indicated I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t slept in days.

The only good news we’d received was that Todd was slowly improving. If he hadn’t been in such bad shape, I never would have left without Rochelle, but I couldn’t have convinced her to choose her life over her best friend’s. Molly had created a situation that could only work in her favor.

For a moment, I imagined the safety of the library at the Aumont house, the kitchen smelling like coffee and freshly baked bread, the warm comfort of my bed. Alexander lived in an old farmhouse big enough for a family of ten. It was clean, warm, and gave me plenty of space, but it wasn’t the same. As much as I wanted to go home, the memory of disappointment in Kinley’s eyes and the anger on Kat’s face when I told them I’d failed to protect Rochelle twisted my stomach into a knot.

“I can’t face them without Rochelle.”

“We’ll find her.” Alexander stood and clapped my shoulder. “If you change your mind, I’m leaving after I change into a clean shirt.” I didn’t respond and he didn’t push further on his way out of the room.

Alone, I looked down at two uneaten meals, then carried them to the refrigerator, trying to decide whether it had been yesterday or the day before when I’d last changed my shirt. The phone rang with an ear-piercing peal, and I banged my head on the edge of the freezer door.

“Can you get that, Charlie?” Alexander shouted from upstairs.

Rubbing the back of my head and hoping it wasn’t Kinley, I pulled the ringing phone from its cradle and pressed it to my ear. “Alexander Brewster’s house. Can I take a message?”

“Keppler? Why are you at Alexander’s?”

“Aumont?” I gripped the phone so tight I thought it might snap in half. “Where are you?”

“I’m at the hospital. I need Alexander to come and get me.” Her voice shook and she cleared her throat. “I don’t want to upset Kinley and if she sees me . . .” She took a sharp breath and I heard another voice, softly comforting her.

“We’ll be there in ten minutes.” I looked up as Alexander hurried into the room, still sliding one of his arms into his button-down. “Just stay right there, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.” The phone crackled and clicked on the other end.

“Charlie, what’s going on? Who was that?”

“Rochelle. Hospital.” It was all I could manage to string together as I pushed Alexander toward the door, stuffing my feet into my shoes on the way out. We ran to the truck, and Alexander started it up and pressed the pedal to the floorboards. I willed him to drive faster.

When we pulled into the hospital parking lot, I jumped out before we stopped moving and sprinted through the door to the emergency department.

Ahead, a thin figure lay on a cushioned bench, knees curled to her chest, face tucked into her arms. I ran to her. “Aumont?”

Slowly, Rochelle lifted her head and sat up, squinting against the fluorescent lights.

“Aumont, you got away.” I collapsed onto the seat next to her, careful not to touch her as I registered the purple and black bruises spread over the left side of her face. Her eye was so swollen she couldn’t open it. She was filthy from head to toe, hair a tangled mess around her face, and the blue jacket she wore didn’t belong to her. “I never should have left you. I’m so sorry.”

“You had to.” She gripped my shoulders. “Todd? Is he . . .”

“He’s safe. Recovering here in the hospital.”

Her eyes teared up and her shoulders relaxed as she released mine. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “And the pendant?”

“I have it.” I wished Rochelle had never learned it existed. The wedge-shaped plastic pendant, if united with the other seven, created a key that could unlock research leading to a miracle vaccine or the world’s next pandemic. Molly and The Defiance wanted the one left to Rochelle by her father, which led to Rochelle’s kidnapping.

She took a deep breath and lunged forward, squeezing me so tightly I couldn’t breathe. “Molly knows about your connection to The Defiance and Griff. She figured it out. But I won’t let them hurt you. I promise I’ll fix this.”

Her words slithered through my veins like ice. “It’ll be okay, Aumont. Just catch your breath.”

“Be careful, you’ll hurt her,” an unfamiliar female voice scolded me.

Two teenagers approached. The girl had short dark hair and a pretty face, wore jeans and a light jacket, and carried a wad of wet paper towels in her hand. A boy with curly blond hair sauntered beside her.

“It’s okay, Lareina.” Rochelle forced a smile. “Keppler is a friend.” She squeezed my hand. “Keppler, this is Lareina. She picked the lock and we stole a truck to get away from Molly . . .” Her voice trailed off as she watched my face contort in confusion. “I’m sorry. My head hurts and it’s hard to explain.”

Lareina nodded and put her hand on Rochelle’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Keppler. I’m a little on edge right now.” She turned her attention to Rochelle and sat down beside her. “I called Kinley and she’ll be here any minute.”

“No,” Rochelle protested in a sudden gasp. “If she sees me, she’ll flip her lid. She’s going to . . .”

“She’ll be so relieved.” Lareina gently pressed the paper towels to Rochelle’s face. “We can’t let her worry a minute longer.”

Lareina? The girl Max had a crush on in second grade? How did Rochelle run into an old friend while she was being held hostage? I glanced at the boy, who shrugged as if to say he was just as lost as I was.

A loud commotion came from the entrance and then Alexander, Kinley, and Kat rushed toward us. At the sound of Kinley’s voice, I sprang to my feet, prepared to be scolded or questioned, but she rushed past me.

“Oh, Rochelle.” Gently, she cupped her cousin’s face in her hands. “What happened?”

“I was . . . I just . . . I thought I would never see you again.” Any feigned bravery vanished and Rochelle’s voice dissolved into sobs.

“You’re okay.” Kinley sank into my recently vacated seat and cradled her cousin in her arms. “You’re safe now. We’ll get you to the doctor and then we’ll go home and get you cleaned up.”

“No, you have to stay away from me.” Rochelle didn’t lift her face from Kinley’s shoulder. “Molly said she’ll hurt you to make me help her.”

Kat stood next to Alexander, gripping his arm, eyebrows furrowed as she studied her sister.

Lareina squeezed Rochelle’s shoulder as she made eye contact with Kinley. “I told her Molly wouldn’t dare follow us back here. She wouldn’t risk it.”

“That’s right.” Kinley tried to smooth Rochelle’s tangled hair. “Alexander’s here, and he won’t let Molly get anywhere near us ever again.” She looked up at Lareina and gave her an understanding nod. “I have no idea how you managed to find Rochelle, but thank you for bringing her home. We owe you so much. Whatever you need.”

Lareina’s stiff shoulders relaxed a little. “It’s just good to finally be home.”

I took a step toward Kat, but she gave me the same angry scowl as the last time we stood in the hospital. Before I could try another apology, a nurse I recognized as one of Kinley’s friends walked over.

“Kinley, you can bring Rochelle to the exam room. Dr. Brooks will be right in.”

“Thank you.” Kinley stood and held her hands out to her cousin. Rochelle pulled herself up, but her knees buckled. I dove forward to catch her elbow.

“I’m sorry.” She leaned heavily against me, failing to regain her balance. “I get dizzy sometimes.”

“She hit her head and I don’t think she’s had anything to eat or drink in a while.” Lareina hovered nearby. I didn’t know her, but the suspicion in her eyes mirrored my own distrust of her.

“Here, I’ve got her. Ready?” Alexander slipped an arm behind Rochelle and hoisted her into his arms as easily as if she were a feather pillow.

Kinley patted my arm. “Wait right here. You and I need to talk.” She glanced over at Lareina. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure you have a place to stay and everything you need.” Taking Rochelle’s hand, she led Alexander to a hallway at the other end of the waiting room.

Kat folded her arms over her chest and scowled at me. “I can’t believe you just abandoned us. I’ve been awake for days, worrying about Rochelle, trying to comfort Kinley every time she argues with Audrie over the phone, and taking care of everyone all by myself.” The forceful anger drained from her voice and tears sprang to her eyes. “I thought you cared about us. If you’re part of our family, why weren’t you there when we needed you?”

“I just . . .” My mouth went dry and my stomach hurt. No matter what I did, it was always the wrong thing. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. “I’m going to fix all of this.” My feet sidestepped her and took a backward step toward the door.

Kat watched me through betrayed eyes. “If you leave here, don’t even bother coming home.” She turned on her heel and strode after Kinley and Rochelle.

I sank to the cushion of a waiting room chair. People like me weren’t meant to have a family. The best thing I could do for the family I didn’t deserve would be to find Molly and trade my life for Rochelle’s. If she wanted the pendant, I had it. If Griff wanted me dead, I deserved it.

“She’ll be okay.” The blond boy held his arms open to Lareina, who blinked away tears. “And Aaron will be okay too. Everything will be okay.”

Lareina nodded and leaned into his embrace. “This isn’t how I imagined we’d find her, Nick. But now . . .”

He wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on the top of her head. “You’re home and we’re safe. For real this time.”

I watched the relief and the uncertainty wash over them as they considered the possibility of a new life and a fresh start in Maibe. I’d had that once, but I fought it every step of the way and never let myself appreciate everything I had until it was too late. I believed my own lies that I could escape my past and hide from my mistakes. The Aumonts had given me everything, and I’d repaid them by dragging them into the darkness with me.

Nick and Lareina sat huddled together a few seats down. It didn’t matter how they’d found Rochelle, only that they’d done the one thing I couldn’t and brought her home. They belonged in Maibe more than I did. I didn’t belong anywhere.

Leaving Nick and Lareina lost in their own world, I stood and made my way to the exit. Molly thought she was in control, but I wouldn’t let her hurt my family again. I would go back to The Defiance camp and turn myself into Griff along with the pendant. Before he killed me, I would assure him Rochelle knew nothing about any of it, and then Molly would be useless to him.




CHAPTER 2

ROCHELLE

November 23, 2090

“It would be better for everyone, Kinley.” My aunt Audrie’s voice drifted through the heating vent in Kat’s room. “Something clearly has to change because this arrangement isn’t working.”

“You aren’t listening to me.” My cousin’s voice rose in frustration. The furnace turned on, and the rest of her words vanished into the rumble of hot air.

For a few seconds, I remained on the carpet with my ear pressed to the floor. Kat had left me tucked into my bed ten minutes earlier, promising to be right back with some ice for my eye. I had to know what was happening downstairs. Audrie had arrived an hour earlier and spent all of that time arguing with Kinley. From Kat’s brief explanation, I understood Audrie had called every day I’d been missing, accusing Kinley of being an irresponsible guardian, and no one had seen Keppler since I’d talked to him at the hospital.

Knowing I wouldn’t hear more until the furnace finished its cycle, I sat up and rested my throbbing forehead against the cool wall.

“Rochelle?” My sister’s frantic voice yelled my name. “Rochelle, where are you?”

“In here.” Slowly I lifted my head and faced the doorway where Kat appeared, carrying an ice pack with a towel wrapped around it.

“Why aren’t you in your bed?” My sister rushed into the room and knelt down next to me. “Kinley said you’re supposed to rest.”

“I’m fine.” My eyes drifted to the vent and Kat rolled her eyes before sitting next to me.

“Last night you started crying every time you were alone for a minute. I guess if acting like a three year old is your definition of fine . . . All right, you’ve convinced me.”

“I’m well enough to hold Todd’s hand. That’s all I’m asking.” I had begged my cousin to let me go see Todd, but she countered all of my arguments with You need to rest. “Why can’t Kinley understand that?”

“Rochelle, she has barely eaten or slept all week because she was imagining all the terrible things that could be happening to you.” Kat shook her head. “And you didn’t hear the awful things Audrie said to her on the phone that she’s now down there saying in person. Give her a break.”

Crying with one eye swollen shut should cut the amount of tears in half, but somehow my good eye made up for the impaired function of the other. I felt as if I had been transported to a year earlier, confined to my bed as I struggled to recover from my difficult battle with the fever. It was a battle my grandma and Kinley’s parents and an estimated fifty percent of adults in America had lost. It had forced my cousin to leave her prestigious medical school in Omaha and return to Maibe so Kat and I wouldn’t be sent to a home for children. At the time, I thought that would be the biggest challenge we ever faced.

“I’m sorry. Please don’t cry.” Kat sighed. “Everything is so messed up. I mean, I’m defending Kinley, which is weird, and I’m comforting you. I want to go back to Kinley making me cry and you fixing it, so please get better.”

Sniffling, I dabbed at my face with the sleeve of my shirt. “Believe me, I’m trying.”

“I would believe you more if you were in bed with ice on your eye.” My sister placed her hands under my elbows and helped me to my feet. “Come on. Back to your room.”

My throbbing left eye, the sharp pain in my head, and aching body had me leaning heavily on Kat as we walked across the hall to my room, where she tucked me back into bed.

“I got to the kitchen just in time to get the cinnamon rolls out of the oven.” She refolded the towel around the ice pack and gently held it to my eye. “Alexander and Sid would have just let them burn while they talk football.” Sid was Audrie’s work partner whom I hadn’t met.

Struggling to focus on my sister’s irrelevant chatter, I took her free hand in mine. “Please, Kat. Help me get dressed and sneak out to see Todd.”

My sister lifted my hand to hold my own ice pack. “If I were going to sneak anyone anywhere, it would be me to the grocery store to get the ingredients I need to make a real meal. But Kinley is five minutes from a nervous breakdown and I won’t let either of us push her over the edge.”

Feeling helpless, I sank back into my pillows. There had to be someone in the house who would help me. “Did Alexander find Keppler yet?”

Kat sighed and shook her head. “We have enough problems without worrying about Charlie. He’ll show up when he gets hungry.” Her eyes met mine and the tight muscles in her face relaxed. “Speaking of food, you’ll be happy to know I’m making grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup for our Thanksgiving dinner.”

“It’s Thanksgiving?” It was my fault that Kat’s favorite holiday had been ruined and that my family and friends had spent four days worrying nonstop. Any other day, that guilt would have twisted my stomach into a knot, but all I could think about was seeing Todd.

“I won’t disturb her if she’s sleeping.” Audrie’s voice was our only warning before my door opened. “Rochelle, good, you’re awake.” She sat down on the edge of my bed, made to hug me, then saw my bruises and patted my leg. “I heard how brave you were. I couldn’t have handled things better even with all of my training. I’m so proud of you.”

A smile spread over my face. She thought I could handle myself, while Kinley didn’t think I could handle making the smallest decision without her help.

Noticing my cousin standing in the doorway, looking like a child who had been scolded for getting her church clothes dirty, I felt a new power with my aunt present. “It was the only choice I had to help Todd, and now I want to go to the hospital to visit him.”

“We already talked about that, Rochelle.” Kinley spoke before my aunt could, making an effort to keep her voice even. “Neither of you”—she looked from Kat to me—“are leaving this house.”

An unfamiliar annoyance burned through the throbbing in my head. “Quit telling me what to do.” A surge of adrenaline carried me to my feet, making Kat and Audrie rise too. “You’re not always right and you’re not always in charge. I’m going to see Todd.”

Kat squeezed my elbow, warning me I’d gone too far, but I couldn’t back down.

Kinley took a step toward me. “I thought I washed all of the dirt out of your ears last night.” The force of her words sent me tumbling back into Audrie’s arms. “The answer is no, and it’s not going to change. You were missing for four days, you’re hurt, and this is the only way I know how to keep you safe.”

“Take a breath, Kinley. Just calm down.” Audrie stroked my hair while I hid my face against her shoulder and tried not to cry. “She’s been through enough as it is. Maybe we could get her something to eat and then I can take her to the hospital to see her friend.”

“Right, because you know what’s best for them.” My cousin’s voice broke. “Bad things only happen when I’m in charge because I only care about myself.”

Audrie sighed. “Kinley, that’s not what I said.”

“You didn’t have to.” I looked up in time to see Kinley collapse into the chair by my bed. “I do my best, but it’s never good enough.” Her lip quivered and she squeezed her eyes shut.

As fast as it had come, the fire went out of me, doused by my cousin’s attempt to not cry in front of us. “I’m sorry, Kinley. I didn’t mean any of that.” Sliding away from my aunt, I stood on wobbly legs. “I just miss Todd and I don’t feel so well.”

Kinley stood and held her arms open, wrapping them around me when I stumbled into them. “You deserve all of my patience right now but I’m tired and I’m scared and I’m so sorry.” The two of us fell back into the cushioned chair, welded together. “We’re going to figure this all out. I love you and I’m just trying to do what’s best for you.”

“I love you too.” I couldn’t find the strength to lift my forehead from her shoulder. “I’ll listen to you from now on. I won’t talk back.”

“I know. You’re a good kid.” She kissed the top of my head then slid her arms away and lifted my chin. “Now let me see you. How does your head feel?”

“It hurts a little. I don’t really feel like myself.” Kat sat next to Audrie, watching me with the same scrutiny she had when I didn’t know it was Thanksgiving. My aunt stared at her hands folded in her lap. “Is that bad? Am I going to be okay?”

“It’s perfectly normal.” Kinley turned my head to examine my eye. “You’re going to be okay and Todd is going to be okay, but you both need a lot of rest right now.”

“And we’ll take good care of you.” Kat crossed the room with a box of tissues and handed Kinley the ice pack before sitting down beside me.

Squeezed between my sister and my cousin in an armchair meant for one, the burning fears and guilt in my chest were extinguished. I was home, exactly where I wanted to be. Kat dried my face with tissues and Kinley eased the ice pack against my eye.

Audrie watched us and I wondered if she felt left out. “Kinley, about our conversation. I have no doubts that you love your cousins and you would do anything to protect them. My point is you shouldn’t have to do that. You’re nineteen years old, you’re trying to build your own life and your own career, and you should have some fun while you’re young.”

“She’ll be twenty in a few days.” Kat reached across me for Kinley’s hand. “And we have a lot of fun. Right, Kinley?”

“That’s not exactly what I mean.” Audrie looked at Kinley then shifted her eyes to Kat and me. “What Kinley and I have been discussing is the possibility of Rochelle, or maybe even both of you, coming to stay with me in New York. You’d be able to attend a real school, it would get you away from the commotion around here, and Kinley would get a break.” My aunt swallowed hard as she observed the three of us still huddled together. “She would always be your cousin, but I would take over as guardian.”

“You mean you want Kinley to sign those papers?” Kat looked over at our cousin. “To give us up?”

The thought of being away from Kinley again, of leaving Maibe and living more than a thousand miles away from Todd and Max and all of the people I loved, made me nauseous. “Are we really in danger here?” My eyes pleaded with my aunt to give me the answer I wanted. “Will Molly be able to come back?”

“Unfortunately that will always be a possibility, kiddo.” Audrie leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “The good news is there’s already been a move to secure borders near Defiance territory, and the news of recruiting farther north is only increasing that effort. That being said, we have to be extra careful, so we’re going to make a plan to keep all of you safe for the next few weeks while we work on a long-term solution.”

I nodded as Kat squeezed my hand, silently echoing my own discomfort with the thought of moving away. “That doesn’t have to mean leaving though, right? Kat and I can’t leave Kinley here alone. We all take care of each other. We have to be together.”

Audrie nodded. “I understand this kind of change sounds scary, and I wouldn’t separate you before the holidays, but maybe we could go downstairs and discuss all of this over lunch.”

I nudged my sister, urging her to at least hear Audrie out. After all, she was our aunt and we were the only family she had. Maybe she would be satisfied with just coming to visit more often.

“Okay. It doesn’t hurt to talk about things.” Kat stood and looked back at Kinley. “I can get our gourmet grilled cheese and tomato soup started.”

A relieved smile spread over our aunt’s face. “I’ll help you, kiddo.”

“Rochelle and I will be right down.” Kinley’s hand had been gripping my arm the entire time as if I’d disappear if she let go. “I just need to wash my face and take care of a few of her scrapes.”

“Okay.” Audrie wrapped an arm around my sister, and they made their way out into the hallway.

I turned to my cousin, noticing her ashen complexion and puffy eyes. She’d been with me all night, always there to comfort me when I had a nightmare, and it sounded like she hadn’t slept much before that. “I’m sorry I messed things up so bad. Audrie can’t do anything unless we agree. Right?”

Kinley sighed and forced a smile. “I won’t give you up without a fight. No matter what you do, I will always want you. And Kat . . . and Charlie.”

“He’ll be home soon.” I wasn’t sure about that but hoped I was right. “He probably just needed a little time to himself.”

“He spent the last four days living at Alexander’s. He blamed himself for what happened to you and I didn’t do anything to discredit that.” She shook her head. “Poor kid. As if he didn’t have enough trust issues.”

“He’ll come home. He has to.” A chill crawled up my spine at the thought of him all alone with the pendant, waiting for The Defiance to come for him any minute. I wished I could tell him the TCI was on high alert and securing borders. We would make a plan and, as long as we followed it, everything would be okay again. By not giving up the pendant, we’d won.

“Of course he will.” My cousin looked down at my wrists, scabbed over from days of ropes binding them. “There’s some cream in the bathroom that’ll help those heal. Let’s go get ourselves cleaned up and find out how fast we can convince Audrie to go home.”




CHAPTER 3

CHARLIE

November 23, 2090

“You have your pendant now. You don’t need Rochelle.”

Griff and Molly stood in front of me, examining the pendant I had just handed over.

“You should be worried about yourself.” Griff clutched my shoulder and pulled his fist back.

“Let me go.” I struggled away from his iron grip. “Let me go.”

My eyes shot open and my head lifted off the workbench in Max’s garage. I looked around wildly.

“Geez.” Max stood next to me but was leaning away as if I’d taken a swipe at him. “Do you always wake up like that?”

“What?” Groggy and confused, I rubbed my hands over my face. When I left the hospital, I had walked to Max’s, considered talking to him, figured he was still mad at me after how I’d reacted to him calling me hermano, and made my way to the last shelter I could think of.

“Why are you sleeping in my workshop?” He pulled an apple out of his coat pocket and tossed it behind his back, catching it in his other hand.

“I needed to think, so I was working on your time machine.” While Max believed he would invent something life changing, I went along with his crazy ideas because keeping my hands busy kept my mind calm. “What’s the apple for?”

Max tossed it into the air again. “This is for the possum.”

I glanced around the cluttered garage. “You have a possum?”

“Last night when my tio took out the trash, he told me he heard some scuffling in here, so I figured I had a possum again.” He closed one eye and made a funny face. “Last year the possum almost mixed two jars of liquid that would’ve caused a minor explosion.”

Cold and stiff, I braced my arms against the workbench to sit up straight. “Yet you waited until now to come and check on it?”

“Not check on it.” He took a bite of the apple. “Trap it. Plus, it was too cold before now.”

“No kidding.” I slapped my numb hands against my legs.

Max cringed and held the apple out to me. “Sorry, do you want some?”

I shoved his arm away. “I don’t want your possum food.”

He shrugged. “Why didn’t you tell me you were here? I would’ve helped you with the time machine. You could’ve slept inside. My tia likes you. She would have found an extra pillow somewhere.”

Shoving my hands into my pockets, I looked down at my shoes. “I figured you were still mad about what I said on Saturday.”

“I think you have that backwards.” Max pulled up a rickety stool and sat down beside me. “You were the one who was mad about what I said. I’ve been trying to call you, but Alexander never answered his phone.”

Nodding, I studied my worn sneakers. I hated apologizing, but Max hadn’t known what calling me his brother meant to me. “What I said to you was pretty rotten, but Griff always said he and I were brothers. You know how that worked out.”

Holding the apple between his hands, he considered my explanation. “I’ve never met the guy, but I’m pretty sure my definition of brother is different from his. What did I ever do to make you think I’m anything like him?”

I shrugged. “Nothing, I just . . . freaked out in the moment.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll forgive you this time. You didn’t know any better, being raised by wolves and all.” He leaned back against the bench and grinned.

Despite my misery, I felt myself smile. “Hermanos then?” I held out my hand.

“You know it.” He gripped my hand and shook it. “So, did you solve time travel?”

“No.”

“That’s okay. Someday . . .”

“Delgado, I need to borrow money for a train ticket.” I stood, unable to sit still any longer. “Actually, borrow is the wrong word. I won’t be able to pay you back.”

“What do you need a ticket for?”

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the pendant, hand trembling. “Molly won’t stop until she has this. So I’m going to take it to Kansas City and hand it over to Griff in exchange for them leaving Rochelle alone.”

Max stared at me, one eyebrow raised. “That is the worst plan I’ve ever heard. And you said I wasn’t taking things seriously? We both know what’s going to happen if you show up in Kansas City.”

I kicked a stool and it toppled with a satisfying clang of metal against concrete floor. “I’ll get exactly what I deserve and save the people I wish could have been my family.”

“They are your family. Alexander has been searching for you all night and Kinley is panicking because you didn’t come home. How do you think they’ll feel if you just take off and they never see you again?”

I groaned. “Do you have a better plan?”

“Yeah. Go home.” He was so calm and unphased. “Get something to eat, get some sleep, and then let Rochelle and me help you come up with a real plan when we have all of the facts.”

It sounded so simple and so logical. “Last night at the hospital, Kat told me not to come home.”

Max shrugged. “Kat kicks me out every day. I just give her a little space and I’m back the next day in time for dinner.”

“This isn’t the same thing. She has every right to hate me. I left Rochelle out there with Molly.”

“You saved Todd’s life. I’ve been worried about Rochelle the past four days too, but now she’s home and everything is okay again.”

“Nothing is okay.” I paced on tingly feet. “Molly is part of The Defiance, Griff knows where I am—you didn’t see what she did to Rochelle—”

“Keppler.” Max put a hand on my shoulder, walked me back to the stool, and righted it. “Sit down. And please explain that last sentence. Kinley hasn’t let me see Rochelle yet.”

Everything had happened so fast, I had forgotten he wouldn’t know about what Rochelle had told me at the hospital. Sinking back onto my stool, I described the night I had exchanged Rochelle for Todd, the four sleepless days of dead ends trying to find her, and finally the chaos at the hospital.

Max nodded. “So, we have some things to figure out. The first thing we have to do is go see Rochelle. She’ll never forgive herself if you don’t come home, and I have to make sure she’s okay.”

“You just told me she was okay a few minutes ago.”

“Kinley said she was at home and resting. That sounded like okay until you told me she was all beat up. I’ll just tell my tia I’ll be a little late for Thanksgiving dinner. She loves Rochelle; she’ll understand.”

“I can’t go back to the house.” No turning of my neck or rolling of my shoulders could relieve the stiffness. “Remember what Kat said?”

“And remember what I said? We both know Kinley is in charge and Rochelle would never kick you out. That’s two against one.”

What Kat said mattered to me, and I didn’t want to give her any more reason to hate me, but I couldn’t explain that to Max. I couldn’t even explain it to myself. “Are you sure Kinley will let me in?”

“I’m sure.” He clapped my shoulder and nudged me toward the door. “And on the slight chance I’m wrong, I’ll help you convince her to reconsider.”




CHAPTER 4

CHARLIE

November 23, 2090

I pushed open the door into the kitchen’s familiar warmth and aromas of coffee, cinnamon, and freshly baked bread. Alexander turned as if ready to fight off anyone entering the house but relaxed when he saw it was Max and me—then did a double take and stood so fast he almost tipped his cup of coffee.

“Charlie, where have you been?” He turned to Max. “I thought you said you didn’t know where he was!”

I caught sight of the man sitting across from Alexander and forgot about my fear of being rejected by my family. When Max and I had secretly accompanied Rochelle to meet with her aunt for the first time, we thought we were gathering information on Audrie, but this guy had been in the café too. That meant Audrie knew Rochelle hadn’t come alone. What else did she know? He locked eyes with me, but his posture remained relaxed.

Max nudged my arm with his elbow and I forced myself to breathe normally.

“How was I supposed to know the possum in my garage was actually Keppler?” Max pulled out a chair and sat down across from the man I knew he recognized as well.

Alexander’s eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head before turning back to me. “What were you thinking? Kinley told you to stay put.” Reflexively, my shoulders hunched, ready for him to hit me. He never had, but I deserved it and I wouldn’t fight back.

The man eyed my defensive posture curiously. I took a deep breath and made myself straighten. “Sorry, Alexander. I had some things to work out.”

Max leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “You look kind of familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?”

The man laughed, a full, genuine belly laugh, before extending his hand across the table. “Sid Dotson. Audrie’s partner.”

“Max Delgado. Future inventor.” They shook hands. “If you’re Audrie’s partner, that makes you . . .”

“An agent of the Threat Collection Initiative.” A cool-guy grin spread over Sid’s face. “It’s not really as exciting as it sounds.”

A loud ringing drew everyone’s eyes to Sid, and he pulled a device out of his pocket. After a glance at the screen, he stood. “Excuse me, I have to take this one.” He slipped past us and disappeared into the laundry room.

“He has his own mobile phone?” Max whispered. “How do I get a job with the TCI?”

Before I could remind him that playing around with unauthorized technology would get him sent to reform school, approaching footsteps drew my attention to the other side of the room.

“Well, look who finally showed up.” Audrie strode into the kitchen followed by Kinley. “Looks like everyone’s home, safe and sound.” Her eyes studied me suspiciously over a fake smile, and I knew she was disappointed to find me here.

Sid rushed back into the room, stuffing his phone into his pocket. “Audrie, we have to go. That’s the call we’ve been waiting for.” He picked up his coat and tossed another one to his partner.

I elbowed Max to break his fascinated trance.

“Perfect timing. I just said my goodbyes.” She thrust her arms into her coat and turned to Kinley. “I’ll call as soon as I can and we’ll arrange a time I can visit for a few days, get a long-term plan hammered out. Follow all the precautions we discussed and call me immediately if anything happens. Take care of the girls.” For a second, I thought she would try to hug Kinley, but she just patted her shoulder awkwardly and followed Sid out the door.

With Audrie gone, Kinley’s focus zeroed in on me. Max inched toward the next room. She didn’t even give him a glance as he slipped away. “Charlie Keppler, where have you been?”

Kat appeared at her cousin’s side. “Translation, you stink. You could have at least showered before you walked in like you still live here.”

Kinley gave her a sharp look. “Knock it off, Kat. He does live here.”

“Not by my definition. All I want is to go buy groceries so I can make a decent meal, and he’s the reason we’re all imprisoned in the house.”

“It’s Thanksgiving, remember? The store is closed.” Kinley turned to me. “You’re a completemess.” She scrubbed at something on my forehead with her thumb. “No more living at Alexander’s. He can barely take care of himself.”

“Kinley. I’m standing right here.” Alexander, ever patient, gave Kinley a look of mock offense.

Unable to bring myself to meet the eyes of either of my guardians, I stared down at my shoes.

“I know you care about Charlie, but he has more structure here,” Kinley said to Alexander. She sighed and squinted. “Speaking of structure, I need to stop by the hospital and convince Lareina and Nick to come back here for dinner and check on Emma . . .”

“I’ll do that, Kinley.” Alexander stepped forward, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I can tell by the look on your face that your headache is worse every time I see you. You need to lie down for a while.”

“I have too much to do.” Kinley walked to the refrigerator. “I should get back to Rochelle.” She pulled the freezer open and reached for an ice pack.

“Wait. Listen.” Kat nodded toward the next room and in the quiet we heard laughter. “She’s visiting with Max and this is the first time I’ve heard her laugh since she got home.” She glared at me. “He might be annoying, but I know he’ll take care of her, unlike someone.”

“Kat, I’m sorry,” I blurted. “I know I messed up, and I’m sorry.”

“For letting Molly kidnap Rochelle, or for abandoning your family when we needed you?” She adjusted the collar of her sweater with a quick flip of her fingers. Her eyes bored into me. “You don’t belong here.”

The words hit me like a slap and I took a step back.

“Katia Rose Aumont.” Kinley gripped her cousin’s elbow and pulled her away from me. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I’ve been trapped in this house all week.” Kat’s lip quivered and tears filled her eyes. “I just need to get out of here.”

Alexander placed both of his hands on my shoulders, looking at me with care even while talking to Kinley. “We could all use a little breather. How about I take Kat with me to check in on everyone at the hospital? I have a couple other errands to run too. I won’t let her out of my sight, and then we’ll all have a civil conversation when we get back.”

“Please, Kinley.” Kat gripped her cousin’s arm. “I promise I won’t leave Alexander’s side.”

“Fine.” Kinley massaged the spot between her eyebrows. “But if you can’t reach out and touch him, then you’re too far away. Understood?”

“Understood.” She rushed into the laundry room for her coat.

While Kinley walked Alexander to the door, I surveyed dishes piled in the sink, a skillet and soup pot still on the stove, and half full coffee mugs on the table.

“Are you okay?” Kinley wrapped her warm arm around me in a side hug. “Kat was really out of line there.”

Exhaustion and guilt pulled my shoulders toward the floor. “She’s right. I shouldn’t be here, but Max made me come.”

“Remind me to thank him.” She slid her hand under my chin and raised my eyes to meet hers. “Charlie, listen to me. A thousand times, I’ve tried to imagine myself in your shoes and decide between Todd’s life now or Rochelle’s later, and I would have just had a panic attack.” Her tired eyes glistened with tears. “You did the best you could, and your quick thinking saved Todd’s life. I’m so proud of you, and I’m sorry I didn’t say that five days ago.”

“You didn’t even think about it when I asked to stay with Alexander.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and realized how abandoned I had felt.

“I was scared and upset and not thinking clearly.” She sank into the nearest chair and held Rochelle’s ice pack to her own forehead. “If it helps, I’ve been worried sick about you since you left, especially when you disappeared last night.”

“I didn’t mean to give you more to worry about.” I sat down next to her.

“I know. From now on, promise you’ll talk to me. If you need some space, just tell me where you’re going. If you know Rochelle is digging herself a hole too deep to get out of, give me a heads-up. I have a hard time trusting people’s intentions too, but you can trust me.”

“Okay.” It was a half-truth I wished could be whole. I trusted Kinley as long as she knew me as the kid who ran away from an abusive home and just needed a second chance. Only Rochelle and Max knew about my former commitment to The Defiance, and I intended to keep it that way.

“That’s settled then.” She extended an arm and pulled me into a hug. “I’m going to check on Rochelle and then go lie down. And you’ll feel better after a shower. We can talk about everything else over dinner.”

We walked together to the dining room and then parted ways. Downstairs, I took a quick shower and changed clothes before hurrying back up to the library. Pausing just outside of the door, slightly ajar, I took a breath and tried to ignore the cold outline of the pendant squeezed in my hand.

“They were shooting at us and the truck wouldn’t start.” Rochelle’s voice rose with excitement and disbelief. “Then Nick tried one more time and I heard the engine and Lareina was holding my head down, so I couldn’t see anything, but I felt us jerk forward, then back, and we were out of there.”

“That is so much more exciting than the time I went storm chasing.” Max’s voice bounced across the room. “You win. That is the greatest adventure of all time.”

I pulled the door open all the way. Rochelle and Max, side by side on the couch, turned to me.

Max’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Rochelle verified it. Audrie’s partner is the guy from the café.” He kept his voice hushed as if ears listened all around us. “She must have known we were spying on her the entire time.”

Rochelle shrugged, an ice pack pressed to her eye. “Neither of them brought it up. Audrie was too preoccupied with everything else. She thinks I’ll be safer if I move to New York with her.”

My resolve to remain calm failed. “She’s just trying to get the pendant. You have to tell her about it, Aumont. You have to get rid of it before it gets you killed.”

She lowered the ice pack, revealing deep purple bruises around a swollen eyelid. At least she could partially open it today. “It’s okay. Kinley, Audrie, and Alexander have all promised me we’re safe—”

“We were never safe.” My voice came out harsher than I intended. “They don’t know everything we know.”

“They know enough from what you told Kinley.” Her expression softened when she saw me cringe. “It’s okay. I know you had to.”

“Then tell Kinley the rest.” I held the pendant out in front of me as if it would bite. If Kinley found out we actually had the pendant that Molly kidnapped Rochelle to get her hands on, she would make Rochelle give it to Audrie.

Rochelle shook her head. “She has enough to deal with. This is my responsibility.”

“Then tell Audrie.” I took a step closer. “Those are your two options.”

“No. If my dad wanted her to have it, he would have given it to her.” Panic flashed through her one good eye. “I have to find out whether she’ll use it to locate the vaccine or just lock it away so The Defiance can’t get to it. This is important, Keppler.”

“We’re out of time.” My voice dropped to a hiss. “None of them have any idea what The Defiance is capable of. If they want to come here, no one is going to stop them.”

Rochelle slumped in her seat and swallowed hard. “We’ll figure it out.”

“How can you say that?” I looked away from her bruised face and raw wrists. “Look what Molly did to you. If she had another day, another week . . .” I shook my head. “We’re helpless against them. Don’t you understand?”

“All right. All right.” Max sprang to his feet, standing between Rochelle and me. “That’s enough.”

“It’s fine, Max.” Rochelle stood a little unsteadily and dropped her ice pack. “Molly doesn’t want me dead. She wants me to join her. If she contacts me again, I’ll play whatever game I have to and finish what my dad started.”

“Are you listening to yourself?” I couldn’t stand to see her volunteer to put herself in that psycho’s clutches again. “Everyone is disposable to Molly. You saw what happened to Todd. Do you want that to be Kinley or Kat—”

“Keppler.” Max interrupted in an unusually serious tone. “She has a concussion. This isn’t the time.” He took Rochelle’s arm and guided her back to the couch.

I opened my mouth, then shut it, then opened it again. I needed Rochelle to understand, but maybe Max was right. I sank to the coffee table.

“Do you want me to hold onto the pendant?” Max’s voice was absent of its usual excitement. “They expect one of you to have it, not me. And then, when we’re all rested and thinking clearly, we’ll decide together the right thing to do. Is that a reasonable plan?”

Rochelle took a deep breath before nodding.

I dumped the pendant in Max’s outstretched hand. “Okay. But we have to find someone we trust enough to help us.”

He patted my shoulder. “We will. Once everyone gets some sleep, everything will be back to normal.”

Normal? Nothing would ever be normal for any of us ever again. My fragile sense of security had been shattered with Rochelle’s news that Griff knew where I was, and now she would forever be looking over her shoulder, aware of just how evil the world could be.




CHAPTER 5

ROCHELLE

November 26, 2090

Why didn’t my dad give the pendant to Audrie? Did he not trust her or had he just run out of time? Had he trusted Eric Bennett, Molly’s father, or did he suspect his betrayal? Was he just trying to help his friend, and had I fallen into the same trap with Molly?

These thoughts tormented me as I sat next to Todd’s hospital bed. He’d been asleep when I arrived. After Kinley took Emma, Todd’s older sister, to get lunch, I sat alone, listening to the beeping medical equipment and watching snowflakes drift outside the window.

Todd was getting better, but he spent more time asleep than awake. The day before, we’d talked for about an hour before he was exhausted. He had verified Molly’s story that his train was raided in Kansas and he’d been in a Defiance work camp for the months he’d been missing. When he fell from a roof he was helping to construct, he had laid in a makeshift medical tent for three days and thought it was all over when they loaded him onto the bed of a truck.

He coughed a little, but his eyes didn’t open. I found myself studying him, noticing all the ways he had changed during his time away. His hair covered his ears and eyebrows, longer than it had ever been. His collarbone was pronounced where his hospital gown hung on his frail frame, and his eyes sunk into gaunt cheekbones. Healing pink scrapes crisscrossed purple bruises all over his face.

Another cough followed by a groan prompted me to take his hand. Todd’s eyelids fluttered and his gentle hazel eyes, unchanged, brightened when they saw me.

A smile spread over his face. “Shelley, you came back.” His hand squeezed mine. “Is your head feeling better?”

“A lot better.” I had woken up that morning headache free. My eye was still black and blue, but the swelling had gone down. I finally felt like I could think clearly, and I had more control over my emotions. “How are you feeling?”

“Ready to get out of here.” Without letting go of my hand, he tried to sit up but only made it halfway before falling back to his pillow. “I had it yesterday, Rochelle. I sat up all by myself. I even walked to the window with my dad’s help.”

“You’re just not all the way awake yet. Here.” I pressed buttons on his remote, raising the top of his bed. Then I readjusted his pillows and helped him lean back comfortably.

“Rochelle, I’m sorry.” Todd’s voice broke through the silent misery that surrounded us. “I just hate sitting here all the time, thinking about how rotten people can be, how awful the world is.”

I’d learned he didn’t want to talk about his experiences at the work camp, but he had nightmares about it.

“You’ll be out of here soon. The doctor told your dad and Emma if you keep getting better at this rate, you’ll be home by this time next week.”

Todd laid his head back on the pillows and stared at the ceiling. “Lily tells me what they don’t say. I’ll be weak for months. It’ll take at least six weeks for my arm and ribs to heal. I’ll need help doing things I’ve been doing myself since I was five. I don’t like everyone giving up all of their time to take care of me. You guys don’t deserve to be punished for my mistakes.”

I wished Todd’s little sister would be a little less honest about her knowledge of his recovery, but she was scared too. Plus I remembered feeling like a burden when I had been sick. “After you took such good care of me last year, I owe you. You’ll be better in no time.”

A soft knock pulled our attention to the door as Lareina peeked in. “Hey guys.”

“Hey, Lareina. Come in.” Todd rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. “Welcome home.”

“Thank you.” She stepped into the room, head ducked in humble surprise, the same way she reacted when anyone in Maibe recognized her. “Rochelle, I wanted to let you know you’re supposed to walk home with me. Kinley needed to run some errands, and I convinced her we could get home safely together. I plan to stay a few more hours until Nick gets here, but if you’re ready to go sooner, I’ll be right down the hall in Aaron’s room.”

“A few hours is perfect. Thank you.” It was an unexpected gift knowing I wouldn’t have to leave with Kinley in minutes. I needed the extra time with Todd. “How’s Aaron doing?”

The doctors hadn’t been able to save Aaron’s leg, and they weren’t even sure the antibiotics would fight his infection. Though Lareina was sleeping at my house, I only saw her at some meals or in passing at the hospital.

“He’s more alert today.” She smiled. “He had a whole conversation with Kinley about enrolling in the medical training program. That’s how I convinced him to come here with me, you know. He wants to be a doctor more than anything, and I told him Maibe had a small hospital.” Her smile faded. “He has months of recovery and physical therapy ahead, but Aaron Swanson has a one-track mind.”

“That’s a good sign, Lareina.” I raised my eyebrows at Todd.

He nodded. “It helps to have a distraction from this place.”

She stepped to the edge of Todd’s bed. “How are you doing?”

“I’m ready to get out of here, but I don’t quite have the doctors convinced yet.” He smiled. “Soon though.”

“Good.” Lareina took one of his hands and one of mine. “Guys, about what happened to get you here—”

A loud crash in the hallway prompted Lareina to spin around, eyes glued to the door.

After a couple of tense, silent seconds, Todd sighed. “They drop things sometimes. One of my student nurses, Amy, is kind of a klutz, but she also brings me ice cream, so I’m not complaining.”

Lareina took a sharp breath. “I should get back to Aaron. I don’t like to leave him alone.”

She was on edge, and I didn’t know how to help her. “Maybe we can come down and visit tomorrow. Todd is supposed to walk a little to get his strength up, and I bet we could make it down the hall.”

Lareina nodded. “Aaron would love that.” She took a step backward, toward the door. “By the way, I used your return address on a letter from him to his family, so if you get mail from California . . .”

“I’ll get it to you guys immediately.”

“Thanks. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Get well soon, Todd.” She slipped out the door and eased it shut until it clicked behind her.

“Is she okay?” Todd whispered as though she could hear him.

“I don’t know.” I stood and stretched my arms behind my back, hoping the movement could stave off the intensifying throb inside my head. “I’m not sure if any of us are okay.”

“Now I feel kind of rotten about complaining.” Todd scratched around a scab on his forehead. “A guy like Aaron loses a leg and all he can think about is studying. I’m all in one piece and feeling sorry for myself.”

“You just need something to focus your energy on.” I glanced around the room and spotted the sketch pad and pencils Emma had left on the cabinet under the window. “I have an idea.” Feeling reenergized, I crossed the room and brought them back to Todd. “Draw me something. I haven’t seen a Todd original in months.”

“Rochelle, I don’t know.” He flexed the fingers on his right hand. “It’s been such a long time.”

“There is no way Todd Tatem could forget how to draw.” I flipped the brand-new sketch pad open, laid it across his lap, and held out the pencil. “So what if your left arm is in a cast. Your drawing hand is fine.”

He took it but his forehead creased with concern. “You’re squinting. How bad does it hurt?”

“I’ll be fine if I sit down.” He knew me too well for me to lie.

“The chair is too far away.” He slid over a few inches and nodded to the empty space beside him.

“There’s not enough room. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Todd made a face that made me laugh. Memories of sitting shoulder to shoulder while he sketched convinced me to slip off my shoes and sink back against his pillows. He adjusted his sketch pad.

“Much better.” He leaned over and kissed my right temple. “Now, what am I drawing?”

“The two of us ice skating under the Christmas lights.”

Todd laughed. “You couldn’t start off with something easy like a bridge or a skyscraper?” His pencil glided over the paper, making little gray lines that would soon become the picture I imagined.

My head slid to his shoulder and I closed my eyes against the dull ache in my head. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too. I had dreams like this all the time.” His shoulder trembled gently with every pencil stroke. “I was sure I made it home, and then I would wake up. I still get scared none of this is real.”

“Don’t worry, it’s real.” The warmth of the room and comfort of Todd’s presence lured me toward sleep. “And I’ll never let you leave town without me again.”

“Rochelle?” Todd’s arm stopped moving. “All of this pendant stuff. It’s not over, is it?”

Opening my eyes, I lifted my head to face my best friend. “I don’t know. If Aunt Audrie’s right, then we just have to be extra cautious, but if Keppler is right . . .” I didn’t have to tell Todd it was all top secret. He had always been my confidant.

“I’m here for you, but you have to be careful.”

“Yeah, I know.” I glanced at the rough lines already becoming the outline of a person. “I just want to do the right thing, but I don’t know who to trust.”

“I’m with you. Life is confusing.” Todd returned to his drawing and a rare sense of calm settled over me like a fuzzy blanket. He understood me, and I could do anything with him by my side.

He finished half of his drawing before he drifted to sleep. I dozed next to him until Lareina returned to walk me home. Careful not to disturb him, I tucked Todd’s blanket around him, put his sketch pad on the bedside table, and kissed his forehead before slipping out of the room.

“I wish I didn’t have to leave him here.” I blinked back a tear as I walked down the hall next to Lareina.

“I know what you mean. But his sister will be here before he wakes up.” She wrapped an arm around me. “And soon he’ll be home.”

We walked in silence out the front door and into the chilly afternoon air.

“Aaron’s nurse, Violet, used to be at the home for children with me. She was four or five years older but she remembers me.” Lareina’s voice held a mixture of disbelief and determination. “She said the whole town is in shock because of what happened with Molly. They all think after losing her parents so suddenly to the fever, she had a nervous breakdown. And since you were her only friend, she was obsessed with dragging you into her misguided plans.”

I took a sharp breath of winter air. It didn’t surprise me that people were talking, but I could at least set the record straight with Lareina. “It’s a little more complicated than that.” I paused to think about how to tell her. It had been hard enough explaining Molly’s obsession with the pendant and Dad’s involvement with it to Kat and Kinley even after Keppler had explained it once.

I told her about Molly’s dad and his research team, how my dad supposedly got involved, and finished with Molly’s intentions to collect my pendant for The Defiance.

“So do you have one?” Lareina turned to me, eyes wide. “A pendant?”

“No.” It was the same lie I had told when explaining the circumstances surrounding my kidnapping to Kinley and Kat. “That’s what I kept telling Molly, but she wouldn’t believe me.”

“And the pendants are like a key to this research that can be used for good or evil?” Her expression brightened with understanding, then contorted with concern. “Won’t Molly just keep coming back until she gets the pendant she thinks you have?”

“It’s a possibility.” I echoed Audrie’s words. “That’s why we’re being extra careful. My aunt is a TCI agent. She’s coming up with ways to keep us safe.”

“TCI?” The letters escaped in a strangled gasp. She whirled to face me, all color drained from her face. “And she knows about all of this?”

“Of course she knows.” I gripped my friend’s arm to steady her. “She’s my aunt and it’s her job to save the world.” If only I could convince myself that her idea of protecting the world was the same as mine. “I know it’s a lot. We probably shouldn’t talk about it here.”

Lareina forced a smile and a nod, a tinge of pink returning to her cheeks. “Let’s just get back to your house where you’re safe.” With a hand on my arm, she propelled me quickly across the street and over a snowdrift.

I didn’t understand why my story had made her even more jumpy. Hopefully, given time, she would find Maibe to be as safe as I wanted it to be.




CHAPTER 6

CHARLIE

November 28, 2090

Slowly, I pushed the basement door open, stopping it at the halfway point so it wouldn’t creak. The dining room was empty and dishes clanked in the kitchen. I had spent the last several days hiding out in the basement or the library, burying myself in my writing so I wouldn’t have a panic attack thinking about the moment I would have to face Griff. I had no doubt he would come; it was just a matter of time.

I felt like a character in an Edgar Allan Poe story, stuck in my own head and spiraling into insanity. Even interacting with people I cared about, people I would have to give up, was too difficult. Rochelle spent most of her time with Todd or resting anyway. Kinley came to check on me and make sure I ate something, and Kat, as far as I could tell, still hated me. On top of that, Nick and Lareina were in and out of the house, and I wasn’t sure whether I trusted them. What did it mean that they showed up to rescue Rochelle at the exact moment she needed them?

Stepping over the squeaky floorboard, I tiptoed to the library where I’d left the notebook I needed. Fearing Kat would hear me from the kitchen, I backed through the half-open library doors, stumbled over something, and crashed to the floor.

“Oh. Are you okay?”

I sprang to my feet to face Lareina, standing behind the desk. On the floor lay the toppled stool, moved from its usual place in the corner.

“I’m sorry.” She leaned forward, palms flat against the desk’s wooden surface. “It was meant to alert me if someone came through the door.”

Ignoring the throbbing in my elbow, I faced the latest stranger Rochelle claimed as family. Lareina and Rochelle had been friends when Lareina spent a year at the Maibe Home For Children. Although they hadn’t seen her in almost ten years, Rochelle, Kinley, and Kat had welcomed Lareina as if nothing had changed. I couldn’t bring myself to trust her so quickly. “I’m fine. I just came to get . . .” My notebook was laying open on the desk in front of her.

Following my gaze, she slammed it shut. “I just saw it on the window seat and I was curious.” She slid it away from her. “I was looking for some paper.”

Swallowing my annoyance, I scooped it up.

“You’re a really good writer. I started reading three different books, but none of them took my mind off things like your stories.”

From our brief encounters, I knew she was paranoid, had nightmares about whatever happened before she arrived, and worried about her friends as much as Kinley worried about Kat and Rochelle. “Thank you. I can get you your own notebook.”

“No, never mind.” She walked over to the window seat and sat down. “I’d never be able to actually write the whole story. I’d never make it past the first paragraph.”

“What were you going to write about?” The question was out before I could help myself. Something similar to my own anxiety reflected in her eyes.

“My journey to Maibe. I thought if I put it on paper, I could stash it away and stop thinking about it.”

“That bad?”

“The reason I can’t sleep or feel safe.” Her brown eyes scrutinized me, giving me the impression she’d read more than I meant to reveal. “Kat offered to make me tea, as if that’s going to fix it. She doesn’t understand what it’s like out there. None of them do.” Lareina’s eyes met mine. “But you’re like me. You’re afraid too.”

“After everything that’s happened, I’m worried about what’ll happen next.” I turned toward the door. “That’s it.”

“Charlie, wait.” Lareina bounced to her feet before I took a step. “Rochelle said you want to be a journalist. That you’re always looking for a story to tell.”

“She’s exaggerating.” I forced a smile. “And I’m pretty busy.”

“Is it because of all this pendant stuff everyone keeps talking about?” Her whispered words froze me in place.

“What do you know about that?” My heart stopped beating as I imagined Lareina as the next spy sent to torment my family.

“I’ve just overheard some things. That’s why Rochelle was locked up, right? Because The Defiance wants it too?”

“They want it too?” I closed the space between us. “Who else wants it? How do you know anything about it?”

She glanced around the room then squeezed her eyes shut. “There are these men in gray suits. The TCI? Bad guys, I think.” I couldn’t tell if she was lying to me, but she clearly knew more than what she had just revealed.

“You have to tell me everything you know, right now.” I glanced at the door, keeping my voice low so Kat wouldn’t hear.

“Why? What do you know about it?” She took a step away from me. “Never mind. I’ll just ask Rochelle when she gets home.”

I gripped her arm and pulled her back. “Leave her out of it. She’s in enough danger as it is.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” She pulled her arm away from me and stumbled back onto the window seat.

“I’m sorry.” I sank to the edge of the desk, my thoughts scrambled by what she had just revealed and my curiosity piqued by what she hadn’t. “I’ll write your story. But you have to promise not to tell Rochelle anything about it until I decide whether it’s safe for her to know.”

Lareina eyed the door, probably planning her escape options. She looked back at me. “Fine. But if I tell you everything I know about the pendant, then you have to tell me what you know. And there are some things that happened on my way here that I’m not ready for Rochelle or the others to know about yet.”

“You can ask me questions and I’ll answer them the best I can.” The last thing I needed was for her to find out about my affiliation with The Defiance, but I could answer questions cautiously. “Your secrets are safe with me.”

“Okay, we’ll start with chapter one tomorrow and see how it goes. I’ll tell it in order, exactly as it happened, and if you do anything to indicate I can’t trust you, I’ll find someone else to write it.”

“Deal.” My chest ached with anxiety over what she knew, but that was a problem for tomorrow. Before I turned, I held out my notebook. “You might as well finish reading. Tell me what you think.”

A real smile spread over her face. “Thank you.”

Feeling equally apprehensive and hopeful about the information Lareina could provide, I walked out of the library and closed the door behind me. Before I could take another step toward the basement, a loud crash came from the kitchen followed by a scream from Kat.

I ran into the kitchen to find Kat on the floor, flour covering the linoleum around her. “You missed lunch by an hour,” she snapped. “I don’t have time to serve you at special times.”

“That’s not . . .” The kitchen was a mess of pots and pans, spatulas and spoons, and cooking ingredients. Kat held one towel-wrapped hand in the other. “Are you okay?”

“Do I look okay?” She folded the towel back to reveal her bleeding hand. “I’m trying to cook for my family, plus Lareina and Nick, plus Alexander and the Tatems. Not just today, but for the foreseeable future.”

“Isn’t that kind of your dream?”

“Not anymore.” Her voice faded out with hurt instead of rising in anger. “I can’t do it. I don’t even have time to clean up after one meal before I start making the next one. I cut my hand slicing celery for the soup and I can’t even get the flour out of the cupboard because now I can only use this hand . . .”

“Kat. Take a breath.” I sank to the floor in front of her. “When you’re really a chef, you’ll have assistants to do all of the boring stuff like dishes, right?”

“I guess.”

“If you want, I’ll wash dishes and slice vegetables.” I waited for her to make eye contact, but she didn’t. “Maybe we should take care of your hand first.”

“You shouldn’t be so nice to me after I’ve been so unfair to you.” Kat blinked her watery eyes.

“I deserved it. I left Rochelle behind, and that’s unforgivable—”

She shook her head. “That’s not it. None of us could have talked her into leaving Todd behind.” A tear trickled down her flour-smudged cheek. “I would have forgiven you for that once I got past the original shock, but then you left. Rochelle was gone, Kinley was panicking or arguing with Audrie, and you left me all alone.”

“Come on, Kat, don’t cry.” It was bad enough dealing with her when she was mad at me, but I couldn’t handle crying.

“Or what, you’ll run away?” She rubbed her eye with the back of her hand. “If you’re going to leave, then just do it. I have enough problems without trying to guess which days you’re part of this family.”

“That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry. I just don’t know the rules of being in a family.”

“There aren’t rules.” Kat cringed and then her expression softened. “I’m sorry for all of the things I said. You won’t leave again. Right?”

All I could tell her was the only truth I knew. “I don’t want to leave. This is the only home I’ve ever had.”

Her blue eyes burned into mine. “But?”

“But I will if it’s for the best.”

“Great. As if four days without you and Rochelle weren’t bad enough.” She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “You could disappear any day, and Audrie wants to take Rochelle and me away from Kinley.” Despite her best efforts, tears broke through again. “I don’t want to lose my family. Everything was finally good again and—”

“It’ll be okay.” I slid across the floor until I sat beside her with my back against a cupboard door. “Kinley is never going to give you up.”

“What if she doesn’t have a choice?” Kat sniffled.

“What if you ruin your day worrying about all of this and none of it happens?” The irony of my words weren’t lost on me. I’d spent days fearing Griff would show up, giving up precious time with the people I cared about. “Let’s just focus on right now. We’ll take care of your hand and then get dinner ready. I know how to make macaroni and cheese and sandwiches.”

Laughing, Kat cupped my face with her floury hand and kissed my forehead. “That sounds like a good start. But don’t forget about the celery.”

My head flooded with warm chaos and I couldn’t reply with anything coherent, let alone clever. A thousand pounds lifted from my shoulders to know Kat was no longer mad at me, but the giddy feeling that replaced it made me feel light enough to float.

“Right. Celery.” Unable to stop smiling, I stood and helped Kat to her feet.




CHAPTER 7

ROCHELLE

November 30, 2090

“So, Nick was sitting on the ground looking up at Aaron and me. He was in pretty bad shape and scared to trust either one of us, but he decided we were his best option. Ever since then, the three of us have been trying to survive together.” Lareina sat cross-legged on the bed in our spare bedroom upstairs.

My sister and I sat next to each other on the foot of the bed, listening attentively to her answer to Kat’s question about how long she had known Nick and Aaron. It reminded me of when Lareina would spend the night and tell Kat and me stories about all of the different places she had lived.

“And you have a crush on Nick. Right?” Kat ignored my elbow nudging her arm. “I’ve seen you two holding hands with your fingers laced together.”

Lareina laughed and shrugged. “That’s very observant. Nick and I are friends, but we also disagree on a lot of things. He recently lost his family to the fever, so we were both alone, and I told him we’d be safe in Maibe. That’s kept us together for now, but I don’t know what happens next.”

My sister drew her knees up to her chin. “Did you ever figure out why that detective followed you out of San Antonio?” It wasn’t a polite question, but I felt Lareina had strategically left out details, and I was curious too.

Lareina’s smile vanished and she swallowed hard. “Because I was a thief. Stealing is a serious crime, even if it’s the only way you get to eat.”

“Other than that though . . .” Kat tipped her head to view me in her peripheral vision. “Going wherever you want with no one to tell you what to do? I could live with that.” As the excitement of the past week faded away, Kat and Kinley had resumed their usual arguing. Kat wanted to return to her volunteer role at the home for children, but Kinley didn’t want her walking there alone. Unfortunately, Alexander and Kinley were both too busy to accompany her.

“There are a few other things to take into consideration.” Lareina nodded toward the window where a cold wind whistled outside. “You have no real shelter, no warm meals, no one to help you if you get hurt, and no shower for weeks or months at a time.”

My sister’s nose wrinkled and I wrapped my arm around her. “See? Living by Kinley’s rules isn’t so bad. Just give her a break right now and then next week, Alexander will put it in his schedule to take you to the home for children.”

“Do you go there every week?” Lareina asked.

Kat nodded. “When Kinley lets me. I like helping in the kitchen and talking with the kids.” She huddled closer to me. “I still remember how scary it is to be in their shoes.”

“Me too. Maybe I could come with you and help? Do you think Kinley would let you go then?”

“She would.” My cousin walked into the room and placed a pile of clean laundry on the dresser. “As long as the two of you stay together and get home before dark.”

“If you really want to go . . .” My sister sat up, studying Lareina. “They’re expecting me tomorrow.”

“Nick is spending the day with Aaron.” Lareina nodded. “Yeah, I’ll go.”

Kat sprang forward and hugged Lareina, then rushed to Kinley and hugged her.

“Problem solved.” Kinley laughed and wrapped her arm around my sister. “By the way, you all need to go to bed. It’s late.”

“Kinley’s right. I’m exhausted.” Lareina yawned.

“Rochelle and Kat, I need to talk to you for a minute.” Kinley ushered us into the hallway. “Lareina, is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable?”

Lareina shook her head. “Now that Aaron’s doctors are sure he’s recovering, I’m looking forward to a good night’s sleep.”

Separating from Kat and Kinley, I went into the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. When I walked into my room, they were sitting on the foot of my bed with matching serious expressions.

“Is everything okay?” I froze in the doorway. “Did something happen to Todd? He’s still getting out of the hospital tomorrow, right?”

“He’s okay and coming home on schedule.” Kinley’s lips drew into a thin line. “What we have to talk about is Audrie’s visit. I was on the phone with her before I came upstairs and she’s coming to stay with us next weekend.”

“That’s not such bad news.” I sat down next to my cousin. “We’re going to show her that you take good care of us and you have everything under control. And we’re going to give her the family time she needs.” Audrie wouldn’t do anything to hurt us. She just needed some reassurance that we were safe.

“Hopefully.” Kinley sighed. “I’m going to need help from you guys though. I’m making a list of chores, and you both need to be on your best behavior.” She turned to Kat. “Please, no arguing while Audrie’s here.”

“I can do that.” Kat looked down at her feet. “I’ll even start now.”

“Thank you.” Kinley looked ahead through the door to Kat’s dark room. “Tomorrow, I’m going to offer Nick the chance to move into my old house across the street.” Since losing her parents, Kinley hadn’t crossed the threshold of her childhood home. Alexander sometimes went over to make sure everything was working or to bring her something she needed. “Eventually, Aaron can move in there with him, and we should have plenty of room for Lareina to stay with us as long as she needs to.”

“Are you and Alexander going to sign papers for them like you did for Charlie?” As always, Kat asked the question I hadn’t even thought of.

“Charlie was only fifteen and on the radar of people who thought he was a delinquent.” Kinley shook her head. “Aaron is already eighteen, and Nick and Lareina will be in a few months. They’ll be all right if we help them get on their feet.”

“Are you sure about your house though?” I knew my cousin was already struggling to balance the changes and uncertainty we faced.

She pulled me closer. “I think it’s time. That house has been sitting empty for a year, and it’s just going to fall apart without someone living in it. At least this will put it to good use.” She stood and stretched her arms behind her. “We should all get some sleep. We can talk more tomorrow.”

Kat hugged both of us and disappeared into her room. I stood, glimpsing my face in the mirror over my dresser. After a week, the bruises had faded to shadows, but the continuous threat of Molly’s return only intensified.

“Rochelle, are you okay?” Kinley stood at my shoulder. “You do that sometimes. Zone out with that lost look on your face.”

“I’m all right.” I walked to the other end of my bed and sat down on the edge. “Just tired, I guess.” I wanted to believe Keppler was right about turning the pendant over to Audrie, but then she would know I lied to her about not having it, and there would be no going back.

“And your head is better? It didn’t bother you even a little today?”

I swung my legs onto the bed and sank into my pillows. “No, Kinley. My head is fine.” That much I could be honest about. My physical symptoms had vanished.

Kinley nodded and pulled the blankets up to my chin. “You know, if something’s bothering you, we can talk about it.”

More than anything, I wanted to discuss Keppler and the pendant with her, but I couldn’t give her another worry. “I know. Everything will work out okay with Audrie. She just wants to spend some time with her family. We’re all she has left.”

Kinley nodded and smiled. “Goodnight, Rochelle.”

“Goodnight.” I turned my face into the pillow as Kinley turned off the light and closed the door.

For the next hour, I watched the minutes tick by on my alarm clock. I wouldn’t have been worried about Audrie’s visit if I didn’t have the pendant. It wasn’t that I thought she would use it to harm people like Molly would, but that she wouldn’t use it to help. I didn’t want the TCI to lock it up and never investigate the vaccine possibility. I didn’t want my aunt to think I lied to her because I didn’t trust her or, even worse, abandon us when I turned over the pendant because that was the only reason she had contacted us in the first place. Unable to sleep, I decided reading would be a good distraction, so I tiptoed through the dark hallway and down the stairs, careful to be silent in the living room where Nick slept on the couch.

Light glowed faintly through the curtains on the French doors, so I knocked before entering. Lareina sat on the window seat with an open notebook on her lap and a steaming mug in her hand.

“Rochelle?” She flipped the notebook shut. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I have too much on my mind to sleep.” Clicking the door shut behind me, I walked over to the window seat and sat down next to her. “Is that why you’re down here too?”

She nodded and slid the notebook to the cushion behind her. “I’ve always felt safe in libraries, and Charlie is letting me read some of his stories. They’re really good.”

“His writing is pretty impressive.” I smiled. “If Kinley ever lets us attend council meetings again, you should read his reports. He has a way of turning our discussions into a compelling story.” My cousin had been adamant that we would always be home by five o’clock until she decided otherwise, and I didn’t intend to argue with her.

“Do you trust him?” She took a sip from her mug. “Even though you haven’t known him for long?”

I nodded. “We’ve been through a lot together. He would never do anything to hurt me.” My mind drifted to him begging me to turn the pendant over to Audrie. I’d been avoiding him so we wouldn’t argue about it.

“But?” She tilted her head, eyebrows raised.

“But him and I have differing opinions on something right now.” I sighed. “We both think we know the right thing to do, but it involves telling my aunt something that I’m not ready to tell her.”

“Your aunt the TCI agent? The one who wants to take you away and tear your family apart?” Clearly she had been talking to Kat and Kinley.

“She’s just trying to take care of us.” I felt a need to defend my aunt. “She’s coming to visit next weekend. Once you meet her, you’ll understand.”

Lareina nodded, looking unconvinced. “So you trust her, but you don’t want to tell her what Charlie thinks you should tell her?”

“What I have to tell her is something I’ve been lying to her about for a while. I’m afraid if I tell her the truth now, she’ll think I betrayed her and she won’t want me in her life anymore.”

“I understand what you mean.” She ran a finger along a thin necklace chain partially hidden by her T-shirt. “Rochelle, I’m not telling you that you shouldn’t trust your aunt, but I think you’re right to be careful. I’ve heard some things about the TCI.”

Sitting forward, I met Lareina’s eyes. “Like what?”

She clutched her mug in both hands. “They kill innocent people to get what they want.”

A gust of wind slammed against the window behind us and we both jumped.

“Maybe it’s not true.” I pulled my knees up to my chin. “And even if it is, it doesn’t mean Audrie would do something like that. An organization can be corrupt without every person in it being bad. Right?”

“I suppose.” Her tone was doubtful. “Maybe you should do your own research. Find out all there is to know about the TCI. I can help you if you want.”

Why had I never considered that? Because I trusted my aunt. Because I believed she was telling me all I needed to know. “That’s a good idea. Let’s get started after this weekend.” Kat had announced we’d be hosting a late Thanksgiving dinner to celebrate Todd getting out of the hospital, Lareina coming home, and Aaron recovering.

Lareina smiled. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had something to celebrate. I definitely made the right choice by coming home. I just hope I can keep doing that. Keep my life on the right track.” She stared into her cup, and I couldn’t tell if she was contemplating past mistakes or holding something back. Then she looked up at me. “I can make you some hot chocolate if you want to stay up and talk for a while?”

“That sounds great. Thank you.” There was no guarantee I would fall asleep if I went to bed, and Lareina needed me more than I needed sleep.

“I’ll be right back.” She hurried to the kitchen, and I walked to the couch for a blanket.

Pausing at the mantle, I examined the framed family photos. The past few years, I had lost far too many of the people I loved, and I couldn’t handle watching anyone else walk out of my life. I had to protect my family and hold them together, Audrie included.




CHAPTER 8

CHARLIE

December 3, 2090

Without hesitation, she sprang forward, catapulting herself away from shelter, safety, and the two people who had almost been her family.

I tapped my pen against my notebook and glanced over my most recent section of Lareina’s story. So far I’d written about her dangerous escapes from Detective Galloway, meeting Nick and Aaron, foolishly walking through Austin during an outbreak of the fever, and jumping from a train to avoid involving her new friends in her life on the run. I knew somehow she would find them again. But I wanted to know what happened to the pendant. So far I knew how it came into her possession and that she’d managed to hold onto it for almost two months. But she was adamant I had to hear and write the story in order. When she finished, I would have my answers.

Whether I could trust Lareina, I still wasn’t sure. I believed she was telling me the truth, but I’d spent several days writing about how she had manipulated everyone around her. It also bothered me that she had used Rochelle’s name while lying and stealing, though I understood why she would want to keep that detail concealed from her old friend. Her first question for me had been, predictably, about the pendants. I did my best to explain all I knew about their purpose.

After a late Thanksgiving feast, everyone except me had gone across the street to clean and rearrange Kinley’s old house for Nick, and eventually Aaron, to live in. My only company was a mournful song wailing from the kitchen radio someone had left on. Then again, everything on the radio sounded sad, from the music to the news of the entire state of Texas falling to The Defiance. New reports told of communities quarantined due to outbreaks of the fever and states not already in Defiance territory securing their borders. Every other advertisement urged people to stock up on necessities before the country went to war. Kat was already complaining about the weekly ration of one bag of flour per family at the grocery store. Even Lareina’s story was an unwanted reminder of how dark the world was outside of Maibe.

On Friday, Lareina had returned from the home for children with a job. They had been searching for an overnight caregiver since July, and Lareina was the perfect candidate. The home for children offered a room of her own and a weekly paycheck in exchange for assisting with dinner and bedtime and then taking care of the kids overnight. She planned to move in the next day.

As much as Kinley was dedicated to helping the three newcomers, I could see her relief that they would be safely out of the house before her aunt paid another visit. According to Audrie, it was bad enough that Kinley kept me around. I glanced through the bay window at the quickly fading light of the gray afternoon. It had been two weeks since Molly turned our lives upside down, and I hadn’t heard from Griff. I knew he would contact me, but I didn’t know exactly what to expect. A phone call? A letter? Griff stepping out of the shadows when I walked outside?

The screen door slammed, making me jump and then freeze. At the sound of pots and pans clanging, I took a breath, deciding it must be Kat. Turning back to my writing, I searched my notes for anything I had missed. I would give Lareina my draft later, and if she approved I’d hear more of the story.

A light knock came from the closed French doors and Todd’s older sister, Emma, slipped into the room.

“Charlie, what are you doing over here all by yourself?”

I closed my notebook and shrugged. “Just catching up on some writing.” I was behind on my homework in both of Emma’s classes and hoped she would think that’s what I was working on. “How is everything going across the street?”

“We have the house clean and ready to move in. Kinley teared up a few times when we packed up her parents’ stuff to store in the basement, but that was to be expected.” Her eyes sparkled. “We’re going to cheer her up with a surprise birthday party. Do you have a minute to help me?” She nodded toward Rochelle’s sewing room.

I stood and crossed the room. Kinley’s birthday had been right after the real Thanksgiving, but she’d refused any talk of celebration with all of the madness of Rochelle’s kidnapping and return.

Inside the sewing room, Emma loaded my arms with three cake pans before hoisting a large rectangular container into her arms. “I have the coffee started and apple cider heating up on the stove.” She led the way to the dining room table and opened the containers, revealing cookies, cinnamon rolls, and a cake with Kinley’s name on it.

“She’ll be surprised.” I glanced through the patio doors to the house across the street. It was odd to see it lit up against the encroaching darkness.

“Charlie, are you okay?” Emma stood with her hands on the back of a chair. “You were really quiet at dinner, and you haven’t been yourself lately.”

“I’m all right.” I shrugged and looked at the desserts on the table. Of all the people I could tell the truth about my connection to The Defiance and Rochelle’s pendant, Emma would be the most understanding and forgiving. But I couldn’t ask her to keep that kind of secret from Kinley and Alexander.

“I know the past few weeks have been hard and that Kinley and Alexander have been distracted. But I’m here if you need someone to talk to.”

“I said I’m fine.” I immediately regretted my tone. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .”

“I know.” She gently squeezed my arm. “Everyone’s a little on edge because of Audrie’s visit. Is that bothering you too?”

It was bothering me far less than my role in putting everyone in danger. I sank into the nearest chair. The truth was, I couldn’t sleep, every out-of-place sound I heard was Griff coming for me, or Molly for Rochelle, and I avoided people out of fear I would snap at them.

“I just keep thinking maybe everyone would be better off if I hadn’t come here.” It took all of my self-control to stop myself from asking her to talk some sense into Rochelle.

“No, Charlie. Don’t think that for even a minute.”

“But I don’t want to mess everything up for the Aumonts.” I looked up at Emma. “I’m the reason Audrie is questioning Kinley.”

Emma pulled out the chair next to me and sat down. “Oh, sweetie. I know things are a little rough right now, but it’s not your fault. None of us would ever give you up, and I know, even if she could go back, Kinley would make the exact same decision to sign that paper.”

“Even if the consequence is losing Rochelle and Kat to Audrie?”

“That isn’t going to happen.” She leaned forward and hugged me. “Let’s just take it one day at a time.”

“Okay.” I managed a smile. “Do you need help with anything else?”

We carried plates and silverware to the dining room and put twenty candles on Kinley’s cake. By the time we finished, a flurry of voices entered the kitchen.

“It was the first day of school, and Max promised he would bring his new puppy for show-and-tell the next day.” Lareina’s voice was alive with the memory.

Kat laughed. “Then the puppy conveniently ran away that night before any of us ever saw it.”

“I actually had a puppy, guys. He slipped under the fence and got dognapped.” Max walked backwards into the room followed by Kat, with Nick and Lareina right behind.

“Are you sure he didn’t run away by choice?” Todd appeared in the doorway with his arm around Rochelle for support as he limped into the room. He had only been out of the hospital for a few days, and it didn’t take much to exhaust him.

“Guys, don’t be mean. I remember how upset Max was when he told us the puppy was gone. He couldn’t fake those tears.” Rochelle helped Todd to the nearest chair. “That’s what convinced me to sneak away at recess and help him look around the neighborhood.”

Todd laughed. “And I came along to keep you two out of trouble. Now that I think about it, the three of us spent a lot of time in the principal’s office together. I probably should have learned my lesson, but every time Max and Rochelle had a new scheme, I got pulled in.”

“That’s the real definition of friendship.” Max slid into the chair between Todd and me. “Right, Keppler?”

“Unfortunately.” I wondered whether he carried the pendant with him or had it hidden at his house.

Emma’s hand ruffled my hair as Max gave me a sideways glance. “Everyone find a seat. They’re coming in now.”

“Coming to Maibe was a great plan.” Nick took Lareina’s arm and guided her to two empty chairs. “I love this place.”

I’d been here for almost a year, but I didn’t fit in like Lareina, who had been away for ten. I didn’t grow up with them or remember the good times they remembered. Even Nick, who had only known my friends for a few weeks, could relate to their experiences in a way I never had. It was another reminder that I really didn’t belong in Maibe.

Rochelle pulled a chair close to Todd, and Kat hurried over to sit next to me.

“I was wondering where you were. Did you stay here to help Emma with the surprise?” she whispered.

“Sort of.”

Kat tilted her head to study me, then smiled and picked up my hand from the armrest, lacing her fingers through mine.

“Alexander, this is ridiculous.” Kinley shuffled into the room with his hands covering her eyes. “I’m going to fall and break my neck before we get to the surprise.”

“Then it’s a good thing we’re here.” He pulled his hands away.

Before Kinley could blink, we broke into a round of Happy Birthday and then Alexander and Emma made her blow out all twenty candles. Once everyone had a slice of cake, the conversation returned to old times. Kinley, Emma, and Alexander drifted into the kitchen for a cup of coffee. Rochelle and the others took their conversation into the living room where Todd could lie down. I remained in the dining room with an untouched piece of cake in front of me.

“Do you feel left out too?” Lily’s voice made me jump, and my elbow clattered against my plate.

I smiled at Todd’s younger sister. “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t here to remember any of the stuff they’re talking about.”

“I was only four, so I don’t remember either.” She pulled a deck of cards from her pocket. “You should try your cake. I made the frosting.”

Obediently, I picked up a fork and scooped a sliver of the cake into my mouth. “That’s the best frosting I’ve ever tasted. But don’t tell Kat I said that.”

Lily grinned and sat down next to me, shuffling the cards in her hand. “Do you want to play a game? I’ll teach you the rules.”

“Okay.” I agreed because Lily reminded me of my little sister, Isabelle. They didn’t look alike—Isabelle had golden curls and gray-blue eyes to Lily’s straight brown hair and brown eyes—but the curiosity, gentleness, and optimism were the same. If only I could find my sister and bring her to Maibe, share with her the amazing family I had found.

“Why does everyone look so worried all the time?” Lily’s voice brought me back to the dining room.

“The older you get, the harder life gets.” I watched her deal the cards back and forth between us. “And no matter what we do, it never gets better because we don’t have a choice. Everything is entirely out of our control.”

She frowned at me. “We get choices.” She placed the rest of the deck on the table. “We could have chosen cinnamon rolls or cookies, but we both chose cake because I made good frosting.”

If only dessert was my toughest decision. How could I convince Rochelle that Audrie was the best option for getting rid of the pendant? In every other situation, she trusted too much. “What if your choice was broccoli or brussels sprouts?” I purposely chose two foods I knew she despised.

Lily laughed. “That happened a few weeks ago. I told Emma I’d eat the broccoli if she put cheese on it and she did. So I got to make a choice, and I found a way to make it even better.”

“That was pretty clever.” I picked up my cards, inspired by Lily’s outlook. What if I could make Griff believe I wasn’t his enemy? What if I could rejoin The Defiance and protect the people I cared about from the inside?

Lily picked up her cards and rearranged them thoughtfully. “I know how to negotiate with Emma. I’ve been practicing my entire life.”

I hadn’t known Griff my entire life, but when I took his pendant, I believed he trusted me enough that I wouldn’t be his first suspect. Hadn’t we been best friends, even brothers, before the pendants got in the way? If only I could have left under different circumstances. Then I could have used my friendship with Griff to protect my family. If I had been thinking clearly, I wouldn’t have been so quick to betray him. If only I could have always lived in Maibe, or at least known it existed like Lareina. If I’d known I had a better option, I never would have joined The Defiance in the first place.




CHAPTER 9

CHARLIE

December 5, 2090

“If I had known Galloway could track me with those shoes, I never would have taken them in the first place.” Lareina sat on the couch, wrapped in a blanket with her eyes half closed. “That would have saved me a lot of trouble and changed the whole story.”

I looked up from the notebook on my lap and leaned forward in my chair. “You’re sure it was the shoes he was tracking and not the pendant?” A sudden panic pounded inside my chest.

We sat together in the quiet warmth of the Aumonts’ library. Lareina had come over at lunchtime, long after Kinley went to class and Rochelle and Kat went to the Tatems to take care of Todd while Emma finished her homework. There was no one in the house to overhear our conversation.

“Pretty sure.” She rested her head back against the couch. “It’s going to take me a while to get used to this new job. I thought the kids would sleep most of the night, but I have a baby who cries unless you hold him, three kids who have chronic nightmares, and a toddler who came down with the stomach flu.”

“That’s . . . awful.” I stood and faced Lareina. “But what makes you pretty sure it was the shoes and not the pendant?” If the TCI or The Defiance were able to track the pendants, it would change the entire game.

“Because if Galloway could track the pendant, he would have found me at Oak Creek. Times two.” She sat up and gave me an understanding smile. “Don’t worry. That’ll make sense in the next few chapters.”

I sank back into my seat, relieved by Lareina’s verification of information I should have already known. If the TCI could track the pendants, Audrie would have just located Rochelle’s and left. If The Defiance could track the pendants, Molly would have found what she was looking for without telling Rochelle it existed. My ability to think logically had been corrupted by fear and lack of sleep. “Maybe we should stop for today. You’re tired.”

Lareina rubbed the side of her face. “I’m fine. You’re the one who keeps interrupting the story with questions that don’t matter.”

“Everything I’m asking is important to the narrative.”

“My narrative or yours?” She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees.

Ignoring her question, I flipped through the half-filled notebook. “Can we go back to Detective Galloway for a minute?”

Lareina sighed. “What else do you need to know?”

“You said he was after Susan because of the pendant and after you for the same reason, but before all of that he was just a regular detective who let you off with a warning not to steal again?”

“That’s correct.”

“He told you he didn’t want the pendant, but he worked for people who expected him to retrieve it.” I paged through my notes as I tried to phrase my real question. “So who did he work for? The Defiance, the TCI, or someone else?”

Lareina sighed. “That doesn’t really come until the end, but I’ll jump ahead this one time. The last time Nick and I saw Galloway, he was having an argument with four men in gray suits. They were upset because he hadn’t yet recovered the pendant, and they identified themselves as working for the TCI.” She avoided eye contact and played with the edge of her blanket.

“And you think they’re the bad guys?” The way her demeanor changed when talking about them gave me the impression she feared them.

“Nick and I know they’re the ones who murdered Av—I mean Susan’s parents, and of course Galloway killed Susan under their orders.” She squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed hard. “I’m helping Nick research what happened to her family so he can get some closure.”

What did Nick have to do with the girl Lareina met in San Antonio, and why would he need closure? What had Lareina and Nick witnessed and how did they permanently escape Galloway? Where was the pendant she had been carrying throughout the entire story? The questions exploded in my head and tingled in my fingers.

Lareina smiled but her brown eyes remained wide and sad. “That’s why we shouldn’t jump ahead. You already know too much and I don’t want it to impact the way you tell the rest of the story.”

“It won’t.” I flipped my notebook to a blank page and picked up my pen, eager to get my answers. “Let’s start where we left off. You mentioned something about a place called Oak Creek?”

Lareina leaned back in her seat. “Yes. When I opened my eyes . . .”

Her sentence was cut off by a knock on the door. No one was supposed to be home for hours.

I closed my notebook. “Come in.”

The door eased open and Rochelle stepped into the room. “Hey. Lareina, I didn’t know you were coming over. How did everything go at the home for children?”

“Great.” She smiled. “I’m a little tired but I already love my kids.”

“I thought you were staying with Todd all afternoon,” I blurted.

“Emma got home early and Todd is sleeping.” Rochelle cautiously approached with a folder in her hand. “We stopped by the library.” She stepped around my chair and sat down next to Lareina. “Look at all of this information we found on the TCI, and that was only a half hour of research.”

Lareina took the folder and flipped it open to reveal a stack of printed papers.

“Most of it just explains when they were established, what they do, and some of the old cases they’ve worked. Nothing surprising.” Rochelle spoke quickly, glancing at me. “There are some records of the TCI being investigated by other government agencies for unprofessional conduct though.”

“I’m glad you’re finding the information you need.” Lareina closed the folder and handed it back to Rochelle. “Just let me finish a few things with Charlie and I’ll help you sort through all of it.”

“Great.” Rochelle stood and looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Kat, Max, and I are going to make cinnamon popcorn and watch a movie. You’re both invited.”

Taking a deep breath to remain calm, I forced a smile. “Thank you. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” I waited for her to close the door before springing to my feet. “You’re the one who encouraged her to investigate the TCI? If she finds anything negative about them, then she won’t want to . . .” I stopped before I could bring up Audrie or the pendant.

“Won’t want to what?” Lareina stood and faced me. “Turn her dad’s pendant over to the TCI?” When I didn’t answer, she continued. “Charlie, does Rochelle have her dad’s pendant?”

“No.” I stared down at my socks. It wasn’t a lie. Max was keeping the pendant until we made the plan we were supposed to have had weeks earlier.

Lareina cleared her throat. “But she knows where it is?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“I disagree. First of all, you promised to answer my questions. Second, I spent months trying to keep my pendant away from the TCI and you want to just hand one to them. Third, Rochelle is my friend so her safety is my concern. Do you need more reasons? Because I can do this all day.”

“Fine.” I turned away from her. “We know where it is. And until Rochelle gives it to Audrie she’ll never be safe.” Spinning around, I met her eyes. “You think the TCI is bad? Do you know anything about The Defiance?”

Lareina shivered. “I never want to run into one of those psychotic, brainwashed idiots again.”

“I’m glad you feel that way.” The sarcasm in my voice wasn’t lost on Lareina, but she didn’t know my secret. “Because if Molly gets Rochelle’s pendant, then the fate of the world will be in the hands of those brainwashed psychos.”

“Then we need a Plan C.” She took a sidestep. “I should be talking to Rochelle about this anyway.”

“Say a word about the pendant or the TCI to Rochelle, or any of the Aumonts for that matter, and I’ll tell all of them you used Rochelle’s identity.”

“It wouldn’t change anything.” She took a big step back and sank to the couch. “Rochelle would forgive me.”

“Are you sure?” I hated what I was doing. Preying upon her fears of being rejected by her family when I knew how deeply those fears sliced through my own heart. “Do you want to risk it when you’ve only been here for a few weeks?”

She covered her face with her hands then looked up at me, eyes narrowed. “You know, I’m a little disappointed. Here I thought you were an aspiring journalist.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Her composure held firm despite my agitation. “Isn’t it your job to investigate a story from every angle? Rochelle’s research is valuable whether it gives you the answer you want or not.”

“What do you want me to do?” I sat down in my chair. “Let Rochelle get kidnapped again, or worse, because we can’t agree on who the bad guys are?”

Lareina shook her head. “I want you to find all of the answers and consider all of the possible solutions before you decide the world’s fate.” She leaned forward. “You’ve made it clear that the TCI and The Defiance both want the pendant, but if these scientists were so secretive and created the pendants to hide their research, how did all of these other people find out about it?”

“The Defiance knows because Molly’s dad was head of the research team.” The last thing I wanted was to bring up Griff and explain how I knew about his connection. “The TCI knows because the scientists were working for the government.”

She puffed out her cheeks and let the air out. “What part of the government?”

“How would I know?” Lareina was observant and intuitive, and I was beginning to think she had better investigative instincts than I did. “What I do know is the pendant is dangerous and I don’t trust Audrie. So, if Rochelle gives it up, she’s safer and there’s a good chance she’ll get Audrie out of her life.”

“I want to protect Rochelle as much as you do, but it’s a little selfish to put the whole world at risk just because you think this will keep her safe.”

“If it’s selfish then I’ll be selfish.” I sighed, deflating a bit. “Look, if you can come up with a reasonable third option, I’m all ears.”

Lareina nodded. “I won’t say anything about the pendant, but I won’t stop doing my own research either. And I won’t stop encouraging Rochelle to look for answers to her questions.”

“Do what you want.” I took off my glasses. “Just don’t push her to do something dangerous, because she’ll risk her life if she thinks it’ll save even one person.”

She stood. “Maybe we should take a break from writing for a few days. I know you’re dealing with a lot right now, and I think I’m more exhausted than I realized.”

As much as I wanted answers, my concentration was broken and I knew she wanted to get away from me. “Sure. Stop by when you’re ready to continue the story.” I watched her leave the room, knowing I may have lost my chance to ever find out what happened to her pendant.




CHAPTER 10

ROCHELLE

December 6, 2090

“When Audrie gets here on Friday, you have to tell her about the pendant right away.” Keppler pulled the ladder away from the house and guided it to the ground until it rested on its side.

I looked up at the strings of lights along the gutters over the front porch and looped over the railings. We had spent the afternoon putting them up before the snow came in overnight.

“Aumont, are you listening to me?” Keppler stepped out of the already shin-deep snow and stomped his boots on the sidewalk in front of the porch.

“Yes. I hear you. Just like every time before.” Due to his incessant warnings to give up the pendant, I had spent the week avoiding him whenever possible. “You have to stop with the gloom and doom.” I stuffed my gloved hands into my pockets. “Everyone’s safe. We haven’t heard from Molly. Maybe everything will just blow over.”

“Now that she’s gone, she’s even more dangerous.” He shook his head and picked up the ladder. “We don’t know what she’s planning or when she’ll be back, but she will be back.”

“We also don’t know what Audrie’s planning. Remember, she doesn’t get to decide what to do with the pendant. She works for the TCI.”

“And their goal is to protect the country from threats like research capable of turning the common cold into a deadly virus.”

But not to pursue the vaccine that could save millions of people from deadly viruses we already had. A gust of wind sliced through our coats and we both shivered.

“We should get inside.” I shoved all of our extra supplies into a bag. “Kat needs our help with all of the cleaning.” Between preparing for Audrie’s visit and taking final exams, Kinley had been more stressed than usual. We were trying to ease some of her load.

“Don’t change the subject, Aumont.” Keppler started toward the garage with the ladder, and I followed.

“I’m just being logical. I don’t want to make any rushed decisions when the consequences affect the entire world.”

“We’ve been weighing this since the summer.” He navigated the ladder through the door and lowered it to the floor where it leaned against the wall. “The longer we wait, the closer Molly and The Defiance come to hurting you and your family. Molly is far worse than Audrie.”

“Then why didn’t my dad just give it to her in the first place?” I tossed my bag of supplies on a shelf of gardening tools. I would put everything away when I could feel my fingers. “He must have had a good reason for hiding it instead.”

“He was best buddies with Molly’s diabolical dad, so maybe he didn’t make the best decisions.” Keppler kicked the ladder so it fit flush against the wall.

“That’s not fair.” My cheeks grew warm despite the cold. “You didn’t know him. You didn’t know either of them.”

Keppler turned to me, eyebrows furrowed in frustration. “What I do know is he jumped into something that put himself and his family in danger and left a mess for you to clean up. He’s dead because he was reckless, and you’re acting just like him.”

My shoulders stiffened. “He wasn’t reckless, he wanted to help people. But you’re right about one thing. I’m just like him and I’m going to do the right thing. I’m going to make him proud.”

“Proud.” Keppler spat the words. “He’s dead. He can’t be proud; he can’t see you. He’ll never know what you decide. He made his choices and if you want to live, you have to make better ones.”

“That’s not true.” My lungs burned as if I’d had the air knocked out of me. “None of it.” Taking a deep breath, I forced myself not to break eye contact. “While Audrie is here I’ll decide if I can trust her with the pendant.” I turned to leave so he wouldn’t see me cry.

Keppler’s hand clamped onto my elbow and turned me back to him. “That’s not good enough. I know you’ll change your mind, and there isn’t any time left.” I tried to pull myself free, but he gripped my arm tighter, his face flushed. “Say you’ll give her the pendant.”

“I already gave you my answer.” He had never been anything but protective of me, but something else shone in his eyes now. “Let go of me.”

His eyes slid from my face to his hand on my arm. He took a weird gasping breath, let go, and took a backward step. “Aumont, I’m sorry . . .”

“Forget it.” I turned and rushed out of the garage and into the warmth of the laundry room. Taking my time, I removed my coat and boots then tried to dry my tears, but they returned the minute I walked into the kitchen.

Kat turned from what she was stirring on the stove. “It’s about time. Where’s Charlie?”

“Still in the garage.” I took a breath and blinked hard. “Putting everything away.”

“What’s wrong?” My sister took a step toward me then reached back to stir as if connected to the pot by an invisible thread. “Come here.”

I obeyed and she wrapped an arm around me. “Brrr. You’re ice cold. Good thing I’m making hot chocolate.”

Nodding, I brushed the back of my hand across my cheek.

“Rochelle, why are you crying?” Kat’s blue eyes scrutinized me. “Did you get hurt hanging the lights?”

“No. It’s just . . . That’s something I used to help Dad with.” It was part of the truth, and part of the reason Keppler’s words had hit me so hard. I hoped it would be enough because I couldn’t explain more.

“I miss him too.” Kat let go of her spoon to hug me with both arms. “It’ll be weird celebrating Christmas without him, but it’s better than not celebrating at all like last year.”

“You’re right.” Last December we had all been recovering from a year of loss and illness, so there didn’t seem to be much to celebrate.

“It’s okay if you need to cry. Just don’t do it alone.” Kat slowly released me. “Why don’t you go check on Todd and I’ll be there in a few minutes with hot chocolate and cookies.”

Todd had spent the entire day at my house while his dad was at work and Emma studied at the library. She only had two weeks to finish her first semester of classes that would allow her to teach in January when Maibe’s middle school reopened. Although he had made immense progress in his recovery, he spent most of the day sleeping, still trying to get his strength back.

“Is he awake?” I took a step toward the next room.

“He was a few minutes ago.” Kat smiled when she heard my voice brighten. “I told him you’d be in soon.”

I hesitated. “What about Kinley’s list?”

“We still have two days and I already have Audrie’s room ready.” Kat turned back to stirring the milk and cocoa. “We’ll be done ahead of schedule. Now go warm up.”

“I’m going.” Thankful for Kat’s understanding, I hurried to the living room where Todd sat on the couch with a blanket over his legs. “How was your nap?”

He smiled, familiar dimples sinking into his unfamiliar gaunt face. “Great. Your lights look good from here. I’m in the holiday spirit for sure.” He nodded to the big window across the room that looked out onto the front porch.

I smiled and crossed the room to sit down next to my best friend.

His hand found mine then let go. “Shelley, you’re freezing. Here.” He did his best to wrap a blanket around my shoulders with one arm in a cast.

I huddled closer to him. By the time Kat brought two steaming mugs and a plate of cookies, I could feel my fingers.

Todd lifted his cup to his lips. “You have no idea how many times I wished for a cup of your hot chocolate while I was away.” That’s how he always referred to his time in The Defiance work camp. He didn’t bring it up often, but he had started sharing details with me about the cold nights, sparse food, and senseless beatings.

Kat ruffled his hair. “I’m making your favorite peach pie for the church booth at Friday’s festival. I’ll make an extra one for you.”

“You’re the best.” Todd grinned and squeezed my hand. “I can’t wait. I’ll be all rested up so we can have a good time. We might have to save ice skating for next year, but we can check out all of the homemade stuff at the booths, eat some good food, sit under the lights, and listen to carols . . .”

I smiled and rested my head on his shoulder.

Maibe’s annual winter festival hadn’t happened the previous year thanks to the fever, but this year, Kiara, my fellow town council member in charge of town events and morale, decided it would be a good way to end the year. Last I heard, she hoped to have the food booths run by the churches, local businesses sponsoring game booths, and vendor booths with local products, plus sleigh rides, a snowman-building contest, and—my favorite—ice skating. I didn’t know how much was actually panning out because I hadn’t been to a council meeting since I’d been kidnapped by Molly.

Kat walked over to the Christmas tree and pushed the clicker on the electrical cord with her foot. The white lights sparkled through the branches and she nodded with approval. “We should all hang out together! I convinced Charlie to go with me, and he even agreed to go ice skating.” She was so excited I didn’t have the heart to tell her he probably wouldn’t be in a very festive mood.

“Don’t forget, we have to spend most of our time with Audrie.” I held my warm mug between my cold hands. “We don’t want to be rude.” Despite my pendant problem, a part of me was excited to talk with my aunt and reintroduce her to the town she grew up in.

“I’ll be on my best behavior.” Kat rolled her eyes. “But I’m not going to let it ruin my fun. I have to get back to making dinner. If you guys need anything else, just yell.”

After Kat left the room, Todd and I sat in silence sipping our hot chocolate and enjoying the warmth of the room and festivity of the decorations Kinley and I had taken so much care to set up.

Todd took a cookie from the plate and offered it to me. I shook my head. “Are you okay, Rochelle?”

“Yeah, just a little tired.” I couldn’t find the words to explain the hollow feeling where my heart belonged. “Life has been exhausting since Kinley found out Audrie is coming.”

“I’m sure Kinley will be back to normal soon.” Todd wrapped his arm around me. “It probably doesn’t help that Alexander won’t be around this weekend.”

Alexander had one of his leaders of Nebraska meetings in the far western part of the state. He would be gone Friday afternoon until Tuesday morning, unable to support Kinley when she needed him most.

“I think she knows she’ll miss him and she covers it up with anger. You know Kinley. She likes to be in control of everything. Even her emotions.” I glanced at the newspaper on the coffee table. The front page headline announced that The Defiance had taken control of Texas, and states bordering their territory were mobilizing for war. More bad news right before the holidays.

“Rochelle, are you going to tell me what’s really bothering you?” Todd’s voice was soothing and reassuring. Nothing I said, nothing I did, none of my problems would ever make him love me less.

I sighed, wrapped my blanket more tightly around myself, and leaned into him. Then I told him what had happened in the garage.

“He has no right to say any of that to you.” Todd shifted too quickly and winced as he placed a hand over his ribs. “You say the word and I’ll go talk to him right now.”

“No.” I turned to face him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’re supposed to be resting and Keppler is just scared.”

“The doctor said I’ll be less stiff if I walk around. Plus being scared is no excuse to . . .” Todd looked at me and his expression softened. “Rochelle, I agree with Charlie about one thing. You need to get rid of that pendant.”

“I know. But how?” I slumped forward with my elbows on my knees. “I don’t want Molly to create super viruses. That’s easy. But I don’t want Audrie to do nothing if the pendant is also the key to a vaccine that’ll save millions of lives. What if I just need to pursue it myself?”

“Pursuing this yourself has to be your last resort—I think you know that. Besides the fact it would give all of us nervous breakdowns, where would you even start?” Todd relaxed back into the pillows.

I groaned. “I have no idea. I just can’t let the pendant go to waste. That’s probably why my dad didn’t give it to Audrie, right? It’s not that he didn’t trust her, but he disagreed with her plan for the pendant. He knew he could do better and save the world.”

Todd’s hand enveloped mine. “I don’t know what your dad was thinking, Shelley. But I do know he was trying to do the right thing, and he’s so proud of you for doing the same.”

My head slid to Todd’s shoulder. “If only he could send me a message and tell me what I should do.”

“I’ll help you figure it out. Are you sure you don’t want me to talk to Charlie?”

“No. He wasn’t trying to hurt me. I’ll talk to him after we’ve both calmed down.” I closed my eyes, feeling sleepy from the warmth and familiar comfort of Todd next to me.




CHAPTER 11

CHARLIE

December 7, 2090

“Okay, hold it steady.” Max carefully slid a wire into a panel on the side of his time machine while I sat in front of a second open panel, waiting to fish it through.

“I’ve got it.” My fingers gripped the wire for a second, and then like the six times before, it slipped back through the narrow opening. “No.” I slapped the metal paneling and kicked the wall.

“It’s okay.” Max walked around into view. “We’ll get it eventually. We’ve made it this long without time travel. What’s another day?”

“I don’t care about time travel. There’s nothing good in my past and I don’t even want tomorrow to come.” During my hour of helping Max with the invention that would never work, I had told him about my fight with Rochelle. I’d avoided disapproving looks from Todd until Emma came to pick him up. During dinner, I tried to keep up a conversation with Kat while Kinley worried about Audrie’s visit and Rochelle remained silent, sliding food around her plate.

I hadn’t told him about my stop at the home for children on my way to his house. After reading through what I’d written of Lareina’s story, I made myself see the situation from her perspective. I hadn’t told her about my time with The Defiance so she couldn’t do the same, and she was only trying to make the right decision with the information she had. It was my intention to apologize and convince her to continue our writing project, but she wasn’t there. So I left a note and all of my conflicts remained unresolved.

“Maybe we should take a break.” Max pulled two folding lawn chairs from along the wall and set them up close to the heater.

“I’m not like my dad.” The pain in Rochelle’s eyes when I’d squeezed her arm played over and over in my head. Even more disturbing, when I closed my eyes, I was back at home, watching my dad drag my mom into the room with an iron grip on her arm and then shove her so hard she hit her head on the wall as she tumbled to the floor. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

“I know you’d never hurt anyone on purpose. Especially not Rochelle.” Max patted my shoulder. “I get it, you’re trying to protect her, but you can’t. Todd learned that the hard way and Kinley is still trying to figure it out.”

His presumptuous attitude annoyed me. “That’s ridiculous. Everything Kinley does is to protect Rochelle and . . .” And Rochelle spent plenty of time sneaking around and lying to her cousin.

“Rochelle has always had this thing about saving lost puppies, stray kittens, and even people.” Max sat down, elbows on his knees. “She doesn’t want anyone to get hurt or upset, or to worry. And she will hide things from us if that’s what it takes.”

Disgusted, I started pacing from one end of the garage to the other. “So you’re telling me to just play along with her. To let her walk into danger and get kidnapped again, or worse.”

“No.” Max stretched his feet toward the heater. “I’m telling you to work with her. Like the night we met you. I told Rochelle I wanted to dig up thistles, and she thought it was a bad idea. But she knew if she said no, I would go by myself and get in trouble, so she played along and came with me.”

“And then you both got in trouble.” I stopped in front of him. “What would have happened if I didn’t show up?”

“We would have had a long, cold walk.” Max’s grin faded. “What I’m trying to say is Rochelle already knows about the pendant. She’ll do the right thing at any cost, and the best thing we can do is join her and help her weigh the risks and avoid as many as possible.”

I plopped into the other chair. “If you give me the pendant, I can just slip it to Audrie this weekend. Maybe hide it in her room and she would believe she found it herself.”

Max pressed his hand to his chest where the pendant rested under his shirt. “Believe me. I’m on your side. First, because I think you’re right, and second, because Rochelle already has Todd, so it’s only fair that you get an ally too. But Rochelle has to be the one to give up the pendant or she’ll never be able to put all of this stuff behind her.”

“I’ve been trying . . .” Exhausted, I slumped in my chair. “Can you talk to her? We have to get rid of that thing before something terrible happens.”

“And you’re sure Audrie is the right choice?” Max played with the chain around his neck that held the pendant.

“Better than The Defiance or Molly. I don’t like her, but she’ll keep the pendant away from them. And as long as none of them can complete the collection, nothing bad can happen. Plus, if Rochelle gives Audrie the pendant, she’ll stop trying to tear the family apart. I know once she gets what she wants, she’ll leave for good.”

“Are you still going to the festival with Kat on Friday?” He leaned over to adjust the knob on the heater. “We could pull Rochelle aside and have a quick pendant meeting. Just the three of us.”

“Yeah, I’m going.” Kat was pretty excited about ice skating and the food she was making. The tightness in my chest relaxed a little. I’d interviewed Kiara to write an article about the upcoming celebration, and I didn’t even have to embellish the story to sell the event as appealing. “If Audrie wouldn’t be there, I’d be excited too.”

“Is she really that bad? I mean, maybe if you just give her a chance?”

“She hates me. I even asked Kinley if I could stay with Alexander for the weekend, but he has his stupid leader meeting. Kinley doesn’t want me three miles out of town all by myself.”

Max leaned back in his chair. “You can stay here if you want. I bet after a whole weekend together we’d solve time travel for sure.”

“Thanks, but I should probably stick around to give Kinley moral support.” I really appreciated Max’s offer and wanted to take it, but the look in Kinley’s eyes when I asked to stay with Alexander revealed fear of being Audrie’s only target.

“I understand, but if you change your mind, you can have my bed and I’ll sleep on the air mattress that deflates overnight.” He shrugged. “I’ve got your back.”

“Thanks.” The weight on my shoulders felt a little lighter with Max’s agreement to help with Rochelle.

Max stood. “Do you want to stay for dinner?”

I glanced at the clock above the work bench ticking toward five o’clock. “I can’t. Kinley wants everyone home before it gets dark.”

“Oh yeah.” He thought for a moment. “Come over tomorrow and we’ll finalize what we want to say to Rochelle. We can meet everyone at the festival. That way you won’t have to be home when Audrie arrives.”

“Good idea.” I stood and walked to the door with Max. “I’ll come by after lunch.”

We made small talk on our way to Max’s house. At the back door, Max went inside and I continued down the driveway to my truck parked along the street. Not my truck. A truck that belonged to a man I had called reckless and accused of endangering his family.

Chest burning with guilt, I got inside and started the engine. An envelope rested on the passenger seat. It hadn’t been there when I parked a few hours earlier. I glanced through the windows, looking for the person who had placed it there. The snow-covered neighborhood was quiet with lights coming on inside houses to fend off the encroaching darkness.

With shaking hands, I held the envelope in front of me, reading my name in the familiar blocky handwriting that turned my bad week into a nightmare. With no other choice, I ripped it open and unfolded the note inside.


Charlie,

We need to talk. I know you didn’t betray me and I’m sorry for overreacting. I apologize for not believing you. Please accept the enclosed ticket and meet meat your old house. I have information about your family and a plan to bring you home. It’s best that we meet in a neutral place, but I will come and find you if necessary.

Your brother,

Griff



I shook the envelope until a train ticket fell into my lap. It would allow me to board a train out of Maibe at ten o’clock on Friday night and take me back home to Orville, Kansas.

If I didn’t face Griff, he would come to Maibe looking for me. On the other hand, I wanted to know what he knew about my family. Could he tell me where to find Isabelle? Maybe it was just a trick to ensure I would come. I scanned the quiet neighborhood once more, but no one appeared.

Had Griff sent a messenger to slip the letter into my truck? Molly could have told him what I’d be driving and where to find the truck unoccupied. What if Molly had delivered the letter herself? What if she had gone to the house to find Rochelle? I shoved the note and ticket into my pocket and shifted the truck into drive. Speeding down the snow-packed street, I fishtailed in the main intersection and spun halfway around, only stopping when my front bumper collided with a pile of snow along the curb. Fortunately, the streets were deserted.

Cautiously, I backed up and turned the truck toward home, this time keeping my speed reasonable for the wintry roads. Pulling up in front of the Aumont house, I rolled to a stop in the middle of the street. The front path ended at the patio doors looking into the brightly lit dining room. Inside, Rochelle set the table while Kinley spoke to her and Kat carried a covered dish of food from the kitchen. They were all safe.

Exhausted by my five minutes of panic, I pulled into the driveway, cut the engine, and rested my forehead against the steering wheel. If I left on Friday night, Kinley and the others would worry about me, I wouldn’t be there to support them during Audrie’s visit, and they would probably spend a lifetime wondering why I just disappeared. If I stayed, Griff would come looking for me, potentially hurt my family, and maybe even bring more of The Defiance with him.

A lifetime of worrying about what happened to me would be merciful compared to what my family would experience if Griff came to Maibe. Max and I would still have plenty of time to convince Rochelle to give up her pendant and then I would slip away. I had twenty-four hours to prepare for the worst.




CHAPTER 12

ROCHELLE

December 8, 2090

“This is going to be so much fun.” Kat stacked containers of cookies on the counter next to her meticulously wrapped pies. “I can’t believe I talked Charlie into ice skating.”

I sat at the table and listened to my sister chatter, wishing I could overhear Emma’s conversation with Todd in the next room. He had spent most of the day dozing, and confessed to me his throat was scratchy and he had chills. I didn’t think Emma would let him go to the festival and I didn’t want him to go out feeling miserable, but I didn’t want to go without him.

“I think Audrie will have fun too.” Kat turned to me and brushed a crumb from the sleeve of her sweater dress. “We’ll make her join our team for the snowman-building contest and the snowball fight. She’ll see that Maibe is the best place for us to live.”

Half an hour earlier, I had driven the truck to the train station to pick up Audrie. Once home, she hugged Kat and me then went upstairs to get ready for the festival she seemed excited to attend. Keppler had left for Max’s after an awkward lunch during which he avoided eye contact with me. I wanted to talk to him, but I didn’t want to start another argument.

I glanced at the clock. “It’s already after five. I thought Kinley would be home early.”

Kat shrugged. “She’s been late all week. Probably trying to catch up.”

“Come on, Emma.” Todd followed his sister into the kitchen. “I’m not sick. My temperature is a little warm because I’ve been sleeping under a pile of blankets. Once I’m outside for a few minutes, it’ll drop to hypothermia levels.”

“That’s not one of your best arguments.” Emma turned to face him. “You’ll be miserable out there if you’re not feeling well now, and I don’t want you to get any sicker than you already are.”

Todd looked at me then back at his sister. “But I promised Rochelle. I’ve already missed so many things.”

Emma wrapped one arm around him and gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry, but you’re going to miss one more. Dad will stay home with you, and Lily and I won’t stay out any later than we have to.”

The back door slammed and Kinley limped into the kitchen, still wearing her coat and boots. Her face was flushed from the cold and eyes dull with exhaustion.

“Kinley, what happened?” Emma knelt to examine Kinley’s knees, both dirty, one soaked through with blood.

“I slipped on the ice.” My cousin squinted and rubbed her forehead. “I was in a hurry to get home.”

“Are you feeling okay?” I guided her to a chair and helped her out of her coat.

Kinley kicked off her boots, uncharacteristically leaving them dripping in the middle of the floor. “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

Emma’s hand reached past me and rested on Kinley’s forehead. “You’re burning up.” She glanced over her shoulder at Todd. “Even after you walked home in the cold.”

“I’m negative for strep and influenza A and B.” She coughed into her sleeve.

“But you have a scratchy throat and a headache.” Emma sighed. “That seems to be going around.”

Kinley nodded. “I just need to sit for a minute.”

“No way, kiddo. You’re not going anywhere but your bed.” Audrie stood in the doorway wearing a green turtleneck sweater with black-and-white checkered pants that made her look like the models in clothing magazines. “You’re not fine. You look miserable.”

Kinley stood a little shakily. “I’ve been at work and class for the past nine hours. Give me a chance to wash my face and change . . .”

Audrie pressed her hand to Kinley’s forehead and tenderness crossed her face. “You’re sick. You know better than anyone that you need to rest.”

My cousin’s head dropped in defeat.

“Audrie and I can cover your shift.” Kat stepped forward. Kinley was supposed to sell pulled pork sandwiches and slices of pie at the church booth for a few hours of the festival.

“That sounds like a good solution.” Audrie put her hands on Kinley’s shoulders and nudged her toward the next room. “Go to bed and you’ll feel better tomorrow.”

Kinley trudged away, and I turned to Todd sitting at the table with his head in his hands. I had been looking forward to attending the festival with my aunt, but my heart pulled me in a different direction. “You guys go ahead. I’ll stay here with Kinley and Todd.”

Before Emma could protest, Audrie stepped in front of her. “Are you sure? I was looking forward to spending some time with you.”

“Me too. But Kinley needs me right now and we take care of each other. You go with Kat.” I threw my arms around her. “We’ll still have the rest of the weekend.”

She hugged me back and it felt warm and real. “I understand. Take good care of your cousin.”

Kat loaded Audrie’s arms with baked goods before dragging her out the door in her excitement to meet Max and Keppler.

“Get some rest.” Emma kissed the top of Todd’s head then hugged me. “Tell Kinley I’ll keep an eye on Kat.” She picked up the remaining pies and then Todd and I were alone.

“Sorry, Shelley. I really wanted to take you to the festival.”

“We’ll have plenty of time for all of that when you’re better.” I tried to smooth Todd’s hair where it stuck up from sleeping all day. “We still get to hang out for the rest of the evening, and that’s all I wanted anyway.”

Hand in hand, we walked to the living room. “I’m going to check on Kinley. I’ll make you some tea for your throat when I get back.” I accompanied Todd to his favorite chair then hurried up the stairs. “Kinley?” I peeked into her room but she wasn’t there.

“Rochelle? If you don’t get going you’ll be late.”

I followed her voice to the bathroom where she sat on the floor next to a bottle of peroxide, band aids pasted over her knee and three places along her shin.

“I’m staying home to take care of you and Todd.”

“You don’t have to do that. I know you wanted to go to the festival, and Kat . . .”

I sank down next to her, sitting back on my heels. “I didn’t want to go without Todd, and Emma promised to look out for Kat.”

Kinley sighed and pressed her hands over her face. “Rochelle, I’m so sick. I don’t know how this happened.”

I didn’t have the heart to remind her she’d only been getting three hours of sleep at night. “I’ll heat up some of the chicken noodle soup Kat made for lunch and then you’ll get some sleep and you’ll feel better in the morning.”

She dropped her hands to her lap and tears glistened in her eyes. “I’ve had such a bad feeling about this weekend since Audrie called. How could Alexander leave now? I need him here, but his stupid meeting is more important.”

I leaned back against the bathtub and stretched my legs out alongside hers. “It is hard he isn’t here right now.”

“He has these big plans about him and I getting married someday. But what’s the point if I’m at work all the time and he’s all over the state trying to become governor of the universe? Let’s face it. We haven’t had time for each other since the sixth grade.”

I tried not to smile. “You’re only twenty. You don’t have to figure out your life yet.”

“It feels like I’ve lived two lifetimes already.” She sighed and shook her head. “Plus, I don’t want to be alone when Audrie wins custody of you and gets Kat and Charlie taken away from me in the process.”

“Why would she get custody of me and not Kat?” I scrunched my knees up in front of me.

“I’ve been saying she wants both of you so Kat won’t feel bad, but for whatever reason, Kat and I don’t meet the requirements to qualify as her nieces.” Kinley shook her head. “If she fights me for custody and wins, I won’t be able to keep any of you.”

Again, I wanted to tell Kinley the truth about the pendant and propose it could have something to do with Audrie’s choices, but the entire situation gave me a headache. It would only give my cousin one too. “Whatever her reasons, she can’t convince me to leave you guys. You’re my family. And I know if we just give her a chance, she’ll understand.”

“She’s your family too, and I’m not so sure she’ll give you a choice. I’m no match for her, Rochelle. She’s a real adult with an established life, steady job, and prominent career. And I’m—”

“The only one who has the patience and understanding to take care of all of us.” I pulled my feet under me and stood. “You’re the only choice, and anyone who talks to you for five minutes will know it.” As much as I admired my aunt and wanted her to be a part of our family, I couldn’t ignore the way she treated my cousin. If I could help them to find common ground, maybe everything could work out.

Kinley’s breath caught somewhere between a sob and a laugh as I extended my hands and pulled her to her feet.

“I’m really glad you stayed in tonight. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

What I couldn’t tell her was how often I had imagined moving to New York with Audrie. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, a chance for an adventure, and—if Molly had been right about our generation being left behind—my only prospect for a future. “And you’ll never have to find out.” My arm looped around her and I led her down the hallway. “Because I’m not going anywhere.”




CHAPTER 13

CHARLIE

December 8, 2090

Kat giggled as we raced around the temporary ice skating rink as fast as we could, swerving in and out to avoid other skaters. Her gloved hand gripped mine, the icy air brushed my face, and my only worry was keeping my balance. It was bottled freedom, pure joy, and minutes ticking by too fast. Kat took my other hand and we spun to a stop a few feet from where Max stood in the trampled snow.

He raised one arm in the air. “Thirty seconds. That’s a new record.”

“I told you we could do it.” Another couple raced past us, and Kat pulled me closer to the snowy border. “I wish we could have a holiday festival every Friday.”

I hated that I was about to ruin that for her. We had built a snowman with Audrie, enjoyed hot chocolate and cinnamon rolls with Emma and Lily, and walked under the thousands of white lights hung all across Maibe’s fairgrounds.

“It would be okay if this one could just last a little longer.” I gripped her hand tighter than I intended, but she didn’t protest. If only I could stop time and remain in that moment. If only . . . One of my feet started to slide forward.

She wrapped her arms around me before I lost my footing. “We can go around again. There’s still time.”

“Hey, Kat.” Lily ran up to us with skates in her hands. “Emma said we have fifteen minutes before we have to help clean up at the booth.” She plopped down on the bench and pulled off her shoes.

“You better get out here then.” Kat let go of me and I was back on my lonely road to doom. “Are you coming, Charlie?”

I had minutes left in Maibe, but I couldn’t say goodbye. I couldn’t risk anyone trying to stop me or follow me. “I should probably take a break, but thanks for being patient with me.” I sat down next to Lily as she laced up her skates.

Kat laughed. “You learned fast for never skating before. I’ll find you skates that fit better for next year.”

Next year. My chest ached as I nodded. There wouldn’t be a winter festival with Kat next year. There wouldn’t be Christmas with my family this year. I didn’t even know where I would be tomorrow.

“Ready?” Lily jumped up and pulled Kat onto the ice.

I watched them glide away from us, Lily a little unsteady and counting on Kat for balance.

Max sat down next to me. “Too bad Rochelle couldn’t come. I can’t believe Todd and Kinley are both sick.”

“Yeah.” I pulled off one skate and shoved my foot back into my shoe. So much for our pendant conversation. Maybe Rochelle would still change her mind. I hadn’t apologized after our fight, hadn’t even spoken to her, and I was about to leave without saying goodbye. “You should talk to her about the pendant as soon as you can. I don’t think she’ll speak to me.”

“Of course she will.” His eyes narrowed as he picked up on the intensity of my tone. “I’m sure we’ll have a few minutes to talk to her tomorrow. There’s still plenty of time.”

“Right.” I kicked off my other skate and pulled on my shoe. “Delgado? When the day comes that I have to face Griff, will you tell them all it’s okay? Tell them I’m thankful I had a real family for a while.”

Max’s eyebrows furrowed to a deep V. “You just said when. Don’t you mean if?”

I should have been more careful with my wording. All afternoon, I had been giving him directions for what-if scenarios, the best I could do to leave last messages for the ones I cared about. If I have to leave, keep the truck running for Kinley. If Griff comes for me, never let Kat forget her food is the best I’ve ever tasted. If I disappear, tell Rochelle there’s nothing she could have done to prevent it. He had agreed, but every time I mentioned my potential departure, his shoulders stiffened and the muscles in his face tightened.

“It just feels inevitable.” I shivered, even under my heavy coat. “You have to remember everything I told you. It’s important.”

“No worries.” He knocked his knuckles against his head. “I have it all in here. But I think you have to quit dwelling on the worst-case scenario. That almost never happens. Unless you know something—”

“No, of course not.” I stood and shoved my hands into my pockets.

“Well then, relax.” Max stretched his arms over his head and leaned back against the bench. “It’s been weeks since Rochelle escaped from Molly and nothing bad has happened.”

“I’d rather prepare for the worst. Just in case.” A train whistle blared in the distance, reminding me my time was running out. “Can you make sure Kat and Lily get to the booth safely? If I don’t get back in time to do it myself?”

“Sure.” Max eyed me suspiciously. “Where are you going?”

“To get us all hot chocolate. Before everyone starts cleaning up.” For a second I thought he would see through my lie, but Max, ever trusting, just nodded. I wanted to say more, some kind of goodbye or thank you, but instead I waved at Kat and Lily as they skated by, then turned and walked away.

As I walked under the glaring strands of lights into the thinning crowd around the food booths, my mind tormented me with all I had left unfinished. If only I had more time. If only I had never told Rochelle about the pendant when I found it in her dad’s truck.

“Hey Charlie!”

I glanced in the direction of Lareina’s voice and spotted her standing in line with Nick. They both waved and then she jogged over. “Hey. I got the note you left for me.” She paused to catch her breath. “I’m sorry too. I know you’re trying to protect Rochelle and the last thing I want is for her to get hurt, but we have to look at the bigger picture, or at least what we can see of it.”

The only part of the picture that mattered to me was keeping Rochelle with her family and out of danger, but I nodded.

Lareina smiled and adjusted her hat with both hands. “Yesterday, when you came by to talk to me, I was at the library with Nick.” She paused and glanced around. “We haven’t gotten to this part in my story yet, but there’s something you should know. Susan, the girl who gave me the pendant, lied about her name. While I was at Oak Creek, I found out she was actually Ava Welch.”

Nodding, I tried not to reveal any emotion. Welch was one of the scientists on the research team. I had read the news reports with Rochelle and Max about the dead-end murder investigation that only became murkier when the daughter’s body was found weeks later in San Antonio. It was another piece of the puzzle I should have put into place when I heard the details of Lareina’s story. “Nick and I found Ava’s uncle, and we’re going to Lincoln to talk to him tomorrow. We’re hoping he can shed some light on how Ava’s dad got involved with the research team and who commissioned them in the first place.”

When we read the news reports, I had assumed The Defiance had killed the Welch family for their pendants. But if a detective working for the TCI had killed the daughter . . . “You’re hoping he’ll say it was the TCI?” It was easy to follow Lareina’s line of investigation.

“I’m hoping for answers.” She slid her hands into her pockets. “After everything I witnessed on my way here, I have to know the truth about the pendants.”

I admired her for seeking answers to her questions after I had spent a year avoiding the truth, but there was one fuzzy detail I needed her to clear up for me. “Lareina, what happened to your pendant? Did the detective take it from you and turn it over to the TCI? Is that why you’ve centered your investigation on them?” After writing about her many close calls, it was the likely ending I had imagined for her story.

She looked down at her boots. “I have to tell the story in order, and we’re not there yet.” Her eyes met mine, and I wondered what emotions she read from my expression. Disappointment, probably. It was going to be hard to leave without knowing what happened to her pendant. “Once Rochelle’s aunt leaves, I’ll start coming over again.”

“I understand.” As much as I wanted to finish Lareina’s incredible story—one I wouldn’t have believed if I hadn’t experienced my own unbelievable circumstances in Maibe—I couldn’t stay and open the door for Griff to come looking for me. Maybe I was never meant to learn the truth.

“I got us the last two pretzels.” Nick handed Lareina one of the small bags and wrapped his arm around her. “Hey, Charlie.”

“Hey. It looks like they’re closing things down.” I had to get going or I would miss my train.

“I guess the festival is over for this year.” Lareina looked up at the strands of lights. “I should get back to the home for children. The director was nice enough to cover my shift for a few hours so I could enjoy the festival.”

Nick nodded. “And we have a busy day tomorrow.” They looked at each other with knowing glances.

“I should go too. I promised everyone hot chocolate.” I took a few backward steps then stopped. “It was a good idea to encourage Rochelle to do her own research. She deserves the chance to make an informed decision. Just remind her she also has to look out for herself.” Before either of them could reply, I headed toward the hot chocolate booth before circling behind it and looping back toward the train station.

As I passed through the fairgrounds gate, I stopped, feet planted in the snow. Laughter and the jingle bells from the sleigh rides compelled me to return to my friends, but there was no turning back. I walked away from my family and the only place I’d ever wanted to stay.




CHAPTER 14

ROCHELLE

December 8, 2090

“I’m fine, Rochelle.” Kinley picked up her open text book from the couch cushion as I covered her with a blanket. “If I’m just sitting here, I might as well accomplish something.”

“You’re shivering.” I closed the book and placed it on the coffee table. “And you’re supposed to be resting. Do you want me to make you another cup of tea?” I had spent the evening coaxing Kinley and Todd to swallow chicken noodle soup and stirring honey into tea.

“Studying makes me feel better.” Kinley looked at the book, too far away for her to reach. “I hope I did okay on my test today. If I failed . . .”

“I’m sure you aced it. Now, stop worrying and close your eyes.” I kissed her forehead and returned to my armchair pulled up next to Todd’s chair. He sat with the side of his face pressed against the back cushion, watching the weather man on TV report a gloomy weekend of freezing fog and icy conditions.

“Maybe it’s not such a bad time to be sick.” He pulled the blanket up where it had slipped off his shoulder.

I took his icy hand and squeezed it. “See. You’ll get all of the bad stuff over with and then life can be nothing but good.”

“You should read some more.” He smiled and nudged The Great Gatsby toward me. “At the rate we’re going, I’ll be caught up in literature by Valentine’s Day.” I had spent most of my time with Todd reading the books he’d missed and helping him complete the reports Emma had assigned. He assured me he had math under control, which was a relief because, despite being at lessons for the past six months, I didn’t know what I was doing.

As I reached for the book, a commotion of voices clamored in from the kitchen.

“It’s about time,” Kinley groaned. “They should have been home an hour ago.”

“Rochelle? Kinley?” Kat rushed in, scanning the room desperately through eyes puffy from crying.

“Kat, what’s wrong?” Kinley sat up too quickly and pressed a hand to her forehead.

“He’s gone.” Kat stepped toward me as Max and Audrie entered the room behind her. “Emma and Lily are still looking for him, but Audrie made me come home.”

My heart sank. Keppler.

“Once a runaway always a runaway.” Audrie stood with her hands on her hips, clearly annoyed. “I told you the kid was trouble.”

“Wait, Charlie’s missing?” Kinley swung her legs off the couch to face our aunt. “What did he say? Why wasn’t he with you?”

Max stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked down at his socks. “He said he was going to get hot chocolate, but he didn’t come back.”

“I knew I should have been there.” Kinley stood on wobbly legs, and Kat gripped her elbow to steady her. “We have to call the police.”

“Why? Do you think he got kidnapped?” Audrie laughed, a brittle sound. “At the festival? In Maibe? He’ll be back when he gets cold or hungry.”

Max raised his eyebrows at me and nodded his head toward the next room. As Audrie and Kinley argued, I followed him into the library.

“I should have stuck with him.” He pressed both hands to the top of his head. “All day he’s been telling me what I need to do when the time comes for him to face Griff, and I was supposed to tell you there’s nothing you could have done . . .”

“Max.” I gripped his shoulders. “Take a breath. Keppler and I haven’t spoken since we argued on Wednesday. Maybe he left to prove some point about the pendant?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. We had a plan to talk to you about it tonight, but then you couldn’t come, and now . . .” Max rubbed his face with one hand.

I glanced at the empty doorway and lowered my voice. “You think I should tell Audrie about the pendant too?”

Max nodded. “I think you have to do something. You’ve been telling Audrie and Molly for months that you don’t have it, but neither of them seem to believe you.”

“You’re right. Keppler’s right. I should have at least talked it out with him.”

“You can still do that when he gets home.” Max pulled his stocking cap over his head. “I’m going out to look for him. Last time he disappeared he was in my garage, so with any luck . . .”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No, Rochelle.” Max slid a hand to the back of his neck and slipped the pendant over his head. “You stay here with this just in case.” He closed it in my hand. “You’ll be safe with Audrie, and I’ll call you in an hour whether I find him or not.”

“Okay, just be careful.” I hugged Max, feeling unprepared for the dangers that may or may not be waiting.

He hugged me back, tighter than usual. “We’ll find him. Don’t worry.”

We parted ways in the dining room, and I returned to the living room where Kat sat in my chair next to Todd. “Where are Kinley and Audrie?”

Kat sniffled and rubbed her cheek with her sleeve. “Audrie went upstairs to change, and Kinley went to call Alexander and find out if Charlie said anything to him that’ll help us find him.”

I sank into the chair with my sister and enfolded her in my arms. “It’ll be okay.”

“No, it won’t. We were having so much fun. I should have known. Every time things are good, it all comes crashing down.”

Any words to refute what she had said would be pointless. Instead, I held her tighter and looked at Todd, who sympathetically squeezed my sister’s shoulder. I wanted to cry too, but I had so many people to take care of that I couldn’t afford to break down.

“I have to check.” Footsteps pounded overhead, and Kinley followed our aunt down the stairs. “If he’s there, then we can all stop worrying. Please, Aunt Audrie. This time I need your help.”

“Kinley, you’re sick and it’s freezing outside. You need to be in bed.”

“What’s going on now?” Kat lifted her head but remained huddled against me.

Kinley looked like she wanted to throw up, but forced a smile. “A few days ago, Charlie asked if he could stay at Alexander’s this weekend, but I said no because Alexander would be out of town.”

“You think he went there anyway?” As much as I wanted to believe it, I worried the solution couldn’t be that simple.

“It’s all I can come up with right now.” Kinley took a side step toward Audrie. “I called Alexander’s hotel, but he didn’t answer the phone. I don’t know what else to do.”

“Fine.” Our aunt dropped her hands to her sides. “But if he’s not there, we’re going to come home and wait for him to show up. He clearly chose to leave, and if you report him as a runaway, he’ll be in more trouble. Find him or not, you’ll come home and go straight to bed. Am I clear?” As much as I disagreed with my aunt’s attitude toward Keppler’s disappearance, I admired her ability to remain calm and logical. My emotions always interfered with my judgment.

“Yes.” It was weird hearing my cousin pinned by the same phrases she usually used on me. “Thank you.” Kinley turned to us, but her eyes locked with mine. “All of you stay right here. I mean it, Rochelle.”

Max’s words returned to me, and I wondered if we were in danger without Audrie, but someone had to drive Kinley. “I promise. We’ll stay right here.”

My eyes met Todd’s, and I could see my own doubt reflected in his face. We both knew if Keppler hadn’t told us where he was going, he didn’t want to be found.




CHAPTER 15

CHARLIE

December 9, 2090

Orville, Kansas had been run-down when I was a kid, and it hadn’t improved during the years I’d been away. Many businesses on Main Street had closed, and those that remained all had cracked display windows and peeling paint. Head down against the wind and hands in my pockets, I walked until my feet left the pavement and crunched over the gravel of the dead-end road I’d walked every day of my childhood.

In the dull moonlight, my house loomed, always dilapidated but now with broken windows and missing shingles. It didn’t bother me to see the house falling apart, but sitting on the front steps, Griff, as big and intimidating as ever, stopped my feet.

“Hey, kid. I was worried you wouldn’t come.” Although I expected him to lunge at me, he simply stood and held his hands at his sides. “I’m sorry I let you down the last time I saw you. It only took a couple of months for Shane to come after the pendants again. Now I know he set you up, and I wish I would have believed you from the start.”

I stared at Griff from ten feet away, trying to decide how to proceed. “You would have killed me if I hadn’t gotten away.”

“You know better than that, Charlie.” Griff almost laughed. “You never would have gotten away if I didn’t want you to. I had to set an example. Let the other guys know they wouldn’t get by with undermining my authority. Shane? I could take care of that traitor, no problem. But you’re my brother. I don’t want you dead.”

I shook my head. “We’re not brothers.” Any fear of meeting Griff evaporated. I wouldn’t have to negotiate to save my life. Miraculously, he already believed exactly what I wanted him to, and we could argue without consequence.

“Why? Because you found yourself a new family?” He spat on the ground. “Because you believe they care about you? That you belong with them?”

“Because you and I are nothing alike. I don’t want anything to do with your plans.”

“You really think you’re going to live happily ever after in that desolate little town.” He turned and walked toward the house. “Maybe everything has gone well so far, but what happens when one of them disagrees with you and gets that temper going? Or they decide you’re not worth keeping around?”

I jogged to catch up with Griff and fell into step beside him. “What’s your point?”

“I invited you here for an intervention. To remind you of who you are.” He walked around the house to the back. As always, it was a mess of junky cars in all stages of repair. Glass from shattered windows crunched under our feet. “You told me all about this place—it’s where you learned to be a mechanic, to fight, to be your father’s son. I know you have the same propensity for anger, the same lack of control.”

Feeling Rochelle’s arm gripped tight in my hand, I took a step back. “You don’t know anything.”

“I know you belong with The Defiance. We’re the only kind of family you deserve.” Griff leaned back on the hood of a rusty car. “It’s time to come home, kid, before you do something you regret.”

“What, do you have some kind of deal with my dad or something?” I looked across the yard in all directions. “Is he going to come out and tell me I’m too worthless to deserve a family? Tell me I’m lucky you—”

“Your dad’s dead.”

I tried to feel relief, pity, something other than the empty numbness that gripped my entire body. “Alcohol poisoning, I suppose.”

“Not exactly. I hate to deliver this news, but a few months after you . . . left, this was in the paper.” He pulled a clipped article from his pocket and handed it to me. “I’m sorry. I know she was important to you.”

Taking the article, I read the headline. Family perishes in drunk driving accident. My heart stopped as my eyes scanned the black-and-white clipping. My father, Harvey Keppler, had been driving drunk. His wife and daughter were in the car with him. He didn’t slow down at the curve in the road and drove right through the guardrail and into the water. All three drowned before rescuers arrived. His son had been removed from the home years earlier and ran away from the home for children. He was presumed dead.

Tearing my eyes from the article, I lunged at Griff. “This is a trick. Tell me the truth.” I only got two swings in before he shoved me away so hard I lost my footing. My hands caught me, and shards of glass sliced my palms. Pushing myself back to my feet, I went after him again until his fist caught my chin, splaying me face-first in the dirt.

My burst of anger faded and I couldn’t move. It took every last ounce of strength not to cry as I thought about my sister, terrified in the back seat of a swerving car, alone as it filled with water. She was supposed to be safe. When I was eleven, I had returned home to find a goodbye note from her saying our mom had taken her to live with grandparents I had never met. I had been purposely left behind because, according to my mom, I was already on my way to becoming an abusive alcoholic like my dad. Why had my mom brought her back?

“I should have been with her.” I slapped the ground, driving pieces of glass deeper into my bleeding hand. “I promised I’d get her out of here . . . I promised.”

“Get up, kid.” Griff gripped my upper arm and pulled me to my feet. “Take it easy. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Turning away from him, I picked up the article, shoved it into my pocket, and sat down on the hood of the nearest car.

“I thought it was only fair that you knew.” His hand landed on my shoulder.

Sliding away from him, I rested my forehead on the mud-smeared sleeve of my coat. “What do you want?”

Griff leaned back on the car. “I want you to come home and help me finish what we started. Remember, we want to save kids like us. We want to give them an advantage so they don’t end up like your sister.”

That “we” crashed like cymbals in my head.

“All of your stuff is still in your room back in Kansas City. Even your notebooks. I read some of your stories and they’re good. I should have told you, the no-reading-and-writing rule doesn’t apply to us.”

I bowed my head, thoughts churning. Griff deciding Shane was the culprit behind stealing his pendant was believable. Even Griff forgiving me and asking me to come back was within the realm of possibilities. But Griff tossing aside one of The Defiance’s most important rules set off alarms in my head. I may not need to be scared of him hurting me, but he planned to use me to get what he always wanted. I just didn’t know how. And that scared me.

“What. Do. You. Want.” I wiped my bleeding hand on my jeans and turned to him.

Griff sighed. “I want you to go back to Maibe for a few weeks, find the pendant, and then bring it to me when I tell you the time is right. I want Auggie Aumont’s pendant.”

“It’s not there. Molly wanted it. Rochelle looked for it and I helped.”

“Molly thinks this Rochelle knows a lot more than she’s admitting.” His brow furrowed. “If you’re really as close to her as Molly says, you should be able to get that information out of her. We both know you’re good at conning people. Almost as good as you are at writing.”

“Why would I steal from the people who helped me?”

“If you really care about them, taking the pendant and running would be the best way to repay them. Before you pull something like your dad. Look at how well you controlled your anger against me a few minutes ago. And I’m not the one who hurt Isabelle.”

“I would never . . .” I slid off the car and stumbled forward. “I’m not like him.”

Griff laughed. “Go back to Maibe, Charlie. Find the pendant, say your goodbyes, make up whatever you want, and you’ll come home to a hero’s welcome in time for the new year.”

I shook my head. “What about Molly? The pendant isn’t enough for her. She wants Rochelle to join her in The Defiance.”

“I keep telling her that’s a waste of time.” He shrugged. “If we’re going to include a third partner, I want him to be you.”

“What if I just stay here?” I didn’t want to help Griff, and I didn’t want to hurt Rochelle. Every instinct screamed at me to run away from all of it. “Maybe this is where I belong.”

He stood. “Take your time to think about it. Stick around here for a while and enjoy the nasty winter weather coming in. You’ll go back sooner or later.” He reached in his pocket, pulled out a wad of bills, and peeled off two. “Take care of yourself, kid. I have to get back, but we’ll have plenty of time to catch up soon. I know you’ll do the right thing.”

I nodded and took the money, voicing a thought I’d had since the moment Griff heard about the pendants. “If you had never found out about the pendants, everything would be better right now.”

“The pendants are a good thing, Charlie, not the imminent doom you’re imagining. You always trusted me before.”

“Trust” wasn’t the right word. I wanted to believe we could be brothers, that we were looking out for each other, that even when we hurt people, stole from them, blackmailed them, we were doing it for the greater good. All of those delusions had been shattered by the pendants, and I still didn’t want Griff to leave me alone in Orville.

“See you soon, kid.” He turned, shoved his hands into his pockets, and disappeared into the darkness.

I watched him until he vanished, then turned back to the crumbling house that had never been my home. My family was gone because I hadn’t been there. I could never go back to Maibe and lie to the Aumonts just to take the pendant and run. But if I did, if I joined Griff and proved my loyalty with Auggie’s pendant, I could protect Rochelle and everyone else in Maibe.




CHAPTER 16

ROCHELLE

December 10, 2090

I slowly pulled the door to Kinley’s room shut so I wouldn’t wake her and tiptoed down the stairs, still wearing the skirt and blouse I had worn to church. In the living room, Todd sat on the couch, and Max and Kat each sat in one of the armchairs.

Audrie had dropped us all off at home after church. She had continued to the train station to meet with her partner, who was passing through and had files she needed for a case they were working.

I fell back onto the couch next to Todd and rested my head on his shoulder. Between worrying about Kinley, who wasn’t feeling any better, and Keppler, who hadn’t shown up or called, I had only gotten a few hours of sleep.

“How’s Kinley?” Kat asked.

“Still sound asleep. She probably doesn’t even know we were gone for an hour.”

Todd’s arm enveloped me and his cheek rested against the top of my head. I closed my eyes and enjoyed his warmth around me. At least he was feeling better.

“If we could just figure out where Keppler would go.” Max slumped in his chair. “I should have paid more attention to what he said. I knew he wasn’t acting like himself.”

“It’s my fault.” I opened my eyes so I wouldn’t be lulled into sleep. “I should have talked to him after we argued.”

“I was talking to him and it didn’t help.” Kat crossed one ankle over the other. “I think it’s Audrie’s fault, and Alexander’s. If he wouldn’t have had his stupid meetings, Charlie could have stayed with him instead of feeling uncomfortable with Audrie around.”

“It’s not Alexander’s fault his meeting was the same weekend as Audrie’s visit.” Max stood. “When he gets home tomorrow, he’ll know what to do.”

Kinley had talked to Alexander on the phone several times. He couldn’t get a train back until Monday morning because of weather delays, and he had no idea where Keppler could be.

“I bet he will.” Kat rolled her eyes and crossed her arms in front of her. “More like he abandoned us when we needed him the most.”

Before Kat and Max could break into a fight, a shrill brrriiing filled the house. All of our heads snapped to the phone sitting on an end table by the window. We all froze in place until it rang again, and I sprang to my feet, pulling it to my ear before it woke Kinley.

“Hello?”

“Is Rochelle Aumont there?” an unfamiliar male voice asked.

“This is Rochelle.” The others looked at me curiously but I could only shrug.

“Hold on.” A loud clattering and muffled voices echoed in my ear.

“Rochelle, it’s Molly.” The voice on the other end of the line didn’t have to identify herself. “I’m glad you answered the phone. That makes this easier.”

“What do you want, Molly?” I imagined if I ever talked to her again I would be angry, but my chest flooded with relief and my voice remained calm and steady.

Todd mouthed, Hang up. Kat’s eyes went wide as she leaned forward in her chair, and Max darted across the room and pressed his head to the phone next to mine.

“First of all, I want to apologize for the way things turned out at our last meeting. I hoped for a different outcome.” When I didn’t reply, she continued. “More urgently, I have information about Charlie. That is, if he isn’t home yet.”

“He’s not.” I gave Max a warning glance not to make a sound. “What do you know?”

“He had a meeting with Griff in his hometown of Orville, Kansas early on Saturday morning. Griff gave him the money to get home, but he was concerned Charlie felt conflicted about returning.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I owe you.” Molly sounded sincere. “If you want him back, you’ll have to go get him. He was outside of the house he grew up in the last time Griff saw him.”

Before I could say another word, a loud click snapped in my ear followed by the dead line buzz. I lowered the phone to its cradle. Max’s eyes were wide with excitement.

“Rochelle, what’s going on?” The hesitation in Todd’s voice revealed worry and dread.

I paced back and forth as I recounted every word Molly had spoken.

“What does The Defiance want with Charlie?” Kat’s eyes followed me, the color drained from her face. “I thought they just wanted the pendants.”

“That’s not important right now.” I hoped my sister wouldn’t ask any more questions. “We have to decide what to do.”

“We’ll go get him, of course.” Max bounced from the window to the Christmas tree and out of the room.

“You can’t trust her, Rochelle.” Todd stood stiffly and stepped into my path to stop my pacing. “This is probably a trap, just like everything else.”

“But what if it’s not?” Thoughts raced through my head and I couldn’t catch my breath.

“Right here.” Max came in with a book of maps, and his finger pressed to an open page. “Orville, Kansas. It’s a three-and-a-half to four-hour drive. If we leave after everyone goes to sleep, say midnight, we can get Keppler and be home in time for breakfast.”

“Who’s we?” Todd’s eyes locked with Max’s.

“Rochelle and me. Who else?” He tossed the book of maps onto the couch. “She’s the only person who can talk any sense into Keppler, and I’m not letting her go alone.”

“I don’t want her going at all.” Todd gripped my hand. “It’s too dangerous for both of you. We have to tell Kinley or Emma. We need help with this.”

“If Audrie finds out, none of us will be going anywhere.” Kat stood. “We have to figure this one out ourselves.”

“Agreed.” Max pressed his hands to the top of his head. “Sorry, Todd, I know it’s risky, but we’ll be careful. I’ll take care of Rochelle.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.” Todd turned me toward him, face drawn tight with concern and eyes wide, pleading. “Rochelle, you know it isn’t safe. You know what happened last time.”

“What if he’s hurt?” There was just as much of a possibility that he was afraid to come home, which only increased my determination. I looked down at my feet, toe-to-toe with Todd’s. “I can’t just leave him out there all alone.”

“I’ll go to the library and do some searches to get Keppler’s old address and borrow some extra fuel to make the trip. I’ll be in your garage by midnight. Can you get the keys to the truck?”

“Absolutely.” I would find a way. “I’ll sneak out as soon as Audrie and Kinley are asleep.”

“Rochelle. Max.” Todd’s voice broke through our planning. “Think about this for a minute. You don’t know where you’re going. The weather is supposed to get really bad. And since Charlie isn’t being held against his will, just let him come home when he’s ready.”

“You should all know I would come and find any of you if you went missing. Even if the last conversation we had was the worst argument.” I focused my attention on Todd, who knew everything Keppler had said and hoped Kat wouldn’t ask. “I have to fix this.”

“I’m going with you,” Kat broke in, hands on her hips.

“No, definitely not.” I watched her eyes narrow.

“Why? Because only you get to do dangerous things?” Her voice was loud enough I worried it would wake Kinley. “Because I’m not brave like you and I’ll mess everything up?”

“No.” I gripped her shoulders to quiet her. “Because I’m the one who needs to apologize to Keppler, and someone has to stay here and take care of Kinley.”

“What about me?” My cousin came down the stairs, rubbing her forehead.

“We’re worried about you,” Kat replied smoothly. “You still look awful.”

“Thanks for that reminder.” She trudged to the couch and sat down. “Did the phone ring earlier?”

“Wrong number,” I lied.

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped in disappointment. “I was hoping it was Alexander or Charlie.”

“What do you guys think about blueberry pancakes for brunch?” Audrie walked into the room and my heart skipped in my chest. I hadn’t heard her come in. How much of our conversation had she overheard?

Kat sighed and sat down next to Kinley. “We don’t have any blueberries.”

“No problem.” Audrie plastered an overly cheerful smile on her face. She’d been trying to help out around the house, but Kat and Kinley weren’t cooperating and I’d been too distracted to give her the visit she deserved. “I’ll stop at the store. Come on, Todd, Max. I’ll drop you guys off at home while I’m out. The girls and I need to have some family time.”

“They are family,” Kat said, frowning.

Audrie and I turned to Kinley, both of us hoping for different outcomes. As much as I understood my aunt wanting to spend more time with us, I didn’t see any reason for her to be rude to my friends.

Kinley sighed. “She’s right, guys. Audrie came all this way to visit us and we’ve been terrible hosts. Todd and Max can come over any other time.”

“It’s okay.” Todd nudged Max with his elbow. “We both have families waiting for us too.” He hugged me and whispered, “Call me as soon as you can.” Then out loud said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Max gave me a one-arm hug. “Midnight,” he whispered before pulling away and waving at Kinley and Kat.

“See you around.” I waved as they left with Audrie, knowing Max’s heart was set on rescuing Keppler, and my conversation with Todd wasn’t finished.

“Sorry, guys.” Kinley melted into the cushion so her head rested on the back of the couch. “I just don’t have the energy to fight with her when she’ll win anyway.”

My cousin’s easy surrender formed deep cracks in the once firm ground beneath my feet. “Maybe you should go back to the doctor.” I sat down and touched the back of my hand to her warm forehead. “This is the third day you’ve had a fever.”

“If I’m not feeling better by the time Alexander gets here tomorrow, I promise I’ll make him drive me to the doctor.” Her eyelids hovered half closed. “For now, we just have to get through today with Audrie.” So much for the weekend I planned to bring my family together.

“Kat and I have everything under control.” I stood and fluffed the throw pillows for Kinley to rest her head. “We’ll help Aunt Audrie with brunch, and then we’ll spend the entire day with her.” I wanted to get to know my aunt, to ease into a comfortable conversation about the pendant and gauge the TCI’s plans for it. If only I had more time and less distractions.

“Thanks, guys.” Kinley laid her head on the pillows and curled her knees toward her chest as Kat covered her with a blanket. “I’m never grounding either of you ever again.”

My sister took my arm and pulled me through the dining room and into the kitchen. “I bet we’ll both be grounded by this time tomorrow.”

“Not both of us. Just me.” I walked to the sink and looked out the window at the gray morning, the fog thick enough to blur Kinley’s old house across the street. “I’ll take the blame for everything.”




PART 2

DOING THE RIGHT THING





CHAPTER 17

ROCHELLE

December 11, 2090

“That has to be the place.” Max pointed to the last run-down house on a dead-end street. The truck crunched over the gravel road directly in front of the house, and I put it in park. We had left Maibe just after midnight, but thick fog and a missed turn had almost doubled the expected three-and-a-half-hour trip. Fortunately, Max’s extra fuel had meant we didn’t get stranded.

After turning off the engine, I leaned back in my seat and let my muscles relax. “Todd was right about the bad weather. Remind me to never drive in the fog again.” I had spoken to Todd on the phone twice when I snuck away between playing board games and watching movies with my family. Both times he begged me to tell Kinley instead of looking for Keppler myself. I had insisted Max and I had everything under control. Our last conversation would have turned into a fight if Audrie hadn’t yelled for me to come downstairs.

“I’ll drive us home. It’s only fair.” Max leaned toward the windshield, observing the muddy yard scattered with trash. “And don’t worry about Todd. He’s never been able to stay mad at you before. He won’t start now.”

I handed the keys to him, exhaustion coursing through me. Max, on the other hand, could run on the promise of adventure and caffeine for days.

“Do you really think he’s here?” Although the fog gave everything a fuzzy-around-the-edges appearance, I could see the broken windows and sagging porch—and the lack of Molly or her sidekicks—clearly enough. There were plenty of places they could hide, but I didn’t expect a trick. The urgency in her voice when we spoke on the phone told me it was important to her overall plan that Keppler return to Maibe. I would have to deal with her, but I could figure that out after Keppler was safe.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Max pushed his door open and started toward the house.

Running my apology to Keppler through my head, I got out of the truck to follow, but a hand gripped my shoulder and yanked me toward the back bumper. “Max!” I struggled against the arms restraining me until cold metal pressed against my throat.

“This is my territory,” a gruff voice growled next to my ear. “Why are you here?”

“We’re just looking for our friend.” Max approached slowly with his hands up in front of him. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“Those vehicles around back belong to me now.” He clutched my elbow too tightly and kept his knife to my throat. “The family’s dead. They don’t need ’em.”

I didn’t dare say a word for fear any movement would irritate the sharp edge of the knife.

“We don’t want anything that belongs to you.” My friend took a deep breath. “Just let her go and we’ll get out of here.” I’d never heard Max’s voice shake with uncertainty, and that scared me more than the unpredictable stranger.

“How about a trade.” It wasn’t a question. “Give me that truck and you can have the girl.”

“Let go of her.” Keppler’s familiar voice rang out as running footsteps crunched on the gravel toward us.

The man lowered the knife but kept an iron grip on my arm. “I found her first.”

“Then I’ll fight you for her.” Keppler’s hands curled into fists as he skidded to a stop in front of me. Despite the cold, he wore only jeans and a short-sleeved T-shirt. He wasn’t wearing his glasses and his lip was split.

“Fine.” The man tossed his knife aside. “But if I win, I get the girl and the truck.”

Before I could move, he shoved me away from him. I slammed into Max, who had been inching toward me, and we both landed on the muddy lawn.

By the time I sat up and got my bearings, Keppler and the man were on the ground in a flurry of kicking and punching. Max scrambled to his feet and dove into the fight.

Scanning dirty papers and discarded bottles, I glimpsed the knife in a shallow puddle behind me, crawled to it, and picked it up. When I turned back to my friends, Keppler sat on the ground, face contorted in pain, right hand clutching his left shoulder. Max gasped for air, struggling to escape the choke hold the stranger held him in. Finally getting a clear look at the man’s face, I realized he was much younger than I expected, maybe in his twenties. He was thin but muscular, and clean shaven to reveal a face marred by scars.

“Let go of him.” I stood shakily, gripping the knife in my hand.

“Or what?” The man’s cold eyes met mine as he squeezed Max tighter.

“Or I’ll call out my backup.” Keppler lifted his sleeve to reveal the capital D branded on his arm.

The man shoved Max away from him and stumbled to his feet. “You’re bluffing.”

“We always travel in a pack, and this town is ours.” With a groan, Keppler forced himself to his feet. “If you get anywhere near this property again, you won’t live to see the next sunrise.”

The man staggered backwards when Keppler took a step toward him. He looked around as if he expected others to jump out from behind the house and materialize in the tree line.

“What do you guys think?” Keppler shouted into the mist slowly soaking us all. “Should we give him a head start?”

“I don’t want any trouble.” The man glanced over one shoulder and then the other as he backed away. “I’m outta here. It’s all yours.” He turned and ran down the road we had just driven up, vanishing into the fog.

“That was crazy.” Max sat in the mud, coughing through his words. “That guy wasn’t afraid of you, but when he saw your arm . . . Do you really have backup?”

“No. What are you doing here?” Keppler’s face contorted in pain and he clutched his shoulder. “Do you know what could have happened?”

His eyes burned into mine and I let the knife fall to the soggy ground. “We’ve been worried about you all weekend.” I helped Max to his feet.

“You could have told me you were taking off,” Max said sullenly.

“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you here. How did you find me?”

I looked at Max and he cringed. “Molly called me.”

“Aumont, how many times have I told you . . .” He took a sharp breath, squeezed his eyes shut, and then without another word, turned and limped toward the house.

I surveyed Max, nose bleeding and shadows of bruises already spreading along one side of his jaw. “You okay?”

“This is nothing.” He looked down at his filthy clothes. “Good thing I had those puddles to break my fall.” My friend shoved his shaking hands into his pockets. “Are you okay?”

I touched my throat, still feeling the cold metal of the knife. “I’m fine. Let’s just get Keppler and get out of here.”

“Just stay close.” Max looped his arm through mine and we walked to the lopsided front porch where Keppler sat with his left arm bent oddly across his abdomen, face scrunched in agony.

“Get back in the truck and go home now.” Keppler didn’t look up. “I’ve told you over and over that the world is dangerous. Do you believe me now?”

“If you’re trying to convince me Maibe is the only safe place on Earth, then no, I don’t believe you.” Max tilted his head at the collapsing porch. “Although being raised by wolves would have been better than growing up in this place.”

I nudged him with my elbow and extended my hand to Keppler. “Come on, let’s get out of here. We can talk on the way home.”

He shook his head. “Maibe isn’t my home. I’m back in The Defiance, and getting your pendant is my new mission.”

“And you’re actually going to do it?” Max let go of my arm and sank to his haunches, trying to see Keppler’s downturned face.

“No. I’m staying here and you two are going home.” His earlier irritation faded to pleading. “If I disobey Griff, I’m dead. Might as well get it over with.”

I sank to the step beside him. “You can’t stay here. It’s freezing and you’re hurt.”

“I deserve worse.” His breathing hitched then he continued. “They’re all dead. I promised to protect her . . . to get her out of here . . .”

I took the newspaper clipping he pulled from his pocket, and Max sat next to me to read it.

“Isabelle wasn’t supposed to be here.” Keppler covered his face with his right hand. “I don’t understand why they came back.”

“There’s no way we’re leaving you here all alone.” I wanted to hug him, but afraid I would hurt him, I patted his knee instead.

“You helped us, now let us help you. Where’s your coat?”

He lowered his hand and shivered. “Right inside the door. I was sleeping before you got here.”

Max jumped up. “I’ll get it.”

To my surprise, Keppler took my hand and held it tight. “The whole place has been cleaned out. Everything’s gone . . . I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

“I know it’s hard, but we’re here for you.” My hand squeezed his, wrapped in dirty scraps of material I recognized as pieces of the hoodie he had been wearing Friday. “What happened to your hands?”

“Broken glass.” His blue eyes dulled. “Aumont, you have to say, right now, you’ll give the pendant to your aunt. You know I don’t like her and I wouldn’t ask you to do this unless I believed it was your best choice. You’re putting yourself and the whole world in danger by holding onto that thing.”

I wanted to do the right thing, not the least-wrong thing, but my choices were limited. “Okay. I’ll give it to her.” The fear in Keppler’s eyes made me wish I had given it up the day I met Audrie. “I should have listened to you from the beginning.”

Max returned with Keppler’s coat and glasses.

“No, I’m sorry. The things I said . . .” He looked down at his muddy shoes and shook his head. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I know that.” I took the coat from Max and held it open so Keppler could slide his right arm inside, then draped the other side over his left shoulder.

“You don’t know me like Griff does. I’m just like my dad.” He turned away from me. “And look what he did.”

“We know better than that, hermano.” Max descended the steps to stand in front of us. “Would your dad have taken on that guy to protect his family like you did a few minutes ago?”

Keppler just shook his head, eyes locked on the ground.

“You know Griff isn’t right. He’s just trying to get his way.” Isn’t that the same game Molly always played? Say just the right thing to get the emotional response she wanted. “Once you’re warm and have something to eat, you’ll be able to think more clearly. Let’s go home.”

Keppler didn’t move. “I can’t keep lying to everyone and I can’t tell them the truth. It’s better for me to stay here.”

I leaned back against the step behind me and tucked my hands in my pockets to warm them. “Then I’ll stay with you. There’s no way I’m leaving you here alone.”

“I’ll stay too.” Max sat down with his back against the wobbly railing and stretched his legs across the bottom step. “You know, right about now, Kat is making breakfast. Probably pancakes, or that ham and egg casserole. Or both.”

“And if we were home, Kinley would be able to check out your shoulder.” I disentangled a leaf from Keppler’s hair. “You could take a hot shower and sleep in your warm bed.”

“If we go . . .” He lifted his head and turned to me. “I have to tell Kinley and Alexander that I’m in The Defiance. They deserve to know who I am—”

“It won’t change their minds,” Max interrupted. “You know Kinley isn’t going to throw you out, especially when you’re injured, and Alexander will know a way to hide you from Griff. If anything, you can give him intel on The Defiance.”

Keppler shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. “You both have to let me tell them. No interrupting and no sugar coating.”

“Okay.” I raised my eyebrows at Max. “We won’t say a word, but we’ll be right there with you when you tell them.”

Keppler nodded and let us help him to his feet. “Then I’m ready to go home.”




CHAPTER 18

CHARLIE

December 11, 2090

“We’re here.” Rochelle’s icy hand brushed my face. “We’re home.”

I opened my eyes but didn’t lift my head from her shoulder as Max guided the truck into the ice-coated driveway and parked next to Alexander’s vehicle. The last sixty miles of our trip had taken three hours due to the slippery roads. The gas indicator had been on empty for the last hour.

“I’ve never been so happy to park in my life.” Max cut the engine, one hand still gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white.

Rochelle nodded and looked longingly at the house where warm light glowed in every window against the dreary gray of the winter afternoon. We all shivered. The heater in the truck barely worked well enough to keep the windshield defrosted, and our clothes were still damp from being out in the rain.

“I can’t go inside until I talk to Kinley and Alexander.” Maybe it would be less humiliating to be thrown out if I was already outside. Maybe it would be easier to leave if I didn’t walk back into the warmth and comfort of the home I couldn’t keep.

“Remember when we thought we’d be home before breakfast?” Max cupped his hands and breathed into them. “Do you think they noticed you’re missing?”

I forced myself to sit up, groaning as the jolt of pain shot across my chest and down my left arm.

“They noticed.” Rochelle nodded toward the house.

Alexander half ran, half slid toward us on the icy sidewalk with Kinley right behind, pulling on her coat.

I remained in the truck as Max and Rochelle slipped out through the driver’s side door. Watching through the windshield, I couldn’t help but hear them through the open door.

“Todd told us where you went. He said you should have been back hours ago. How could you pull something like that?” Kinley’s hoarse voice conveyed more exhaustion than anger, and her grip on Alexander’s arm reminded me she hadn’t been feeling well the night I left. “What happened to you guys?” Her eyes scrutinized their muddy clothes and Max’s injuries before landing on me, slumped in the truck.

“It’s too cold out here, Kinley.” Alexander helped her into the second sleeve of her coat. “You take these two and I’ll get Charlie. We can figure everything out inside.”

Kinley nodded, wrapped one arm around Rochelle and the other around Max, then steered them toward the house.

Alexander shuffled his feet to my side of the truck and opened the door. “You have no idea how worried we’ve been.” By the concern on his face, I knew I looked pretty bad. “Let’s get inside where it’s warm and let Kinley take a look at you.”

“I can’t go in there until I tell you the truth.” Blinking hard, I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You won’t want me inside. You’ll hate me.”

“You could never do anything to make us hate you.” He reached his arm toward my elbow. “I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll figure it out inside. Come on.”

Too cold and tired to argue, I let Alexander help me limp into the house, let Kinley wrap a blanket around my shoulders, and accepted the steaming mug Kat placed in front of me, though I couldn’t look at her. Then, sitting at the kitchen table between Max and Rochelle, more calm and composed than I imagined possible, I explained how I joined The Defiance, why I ran, and everything that had happened since I left on Friday night. Rochelle held my hand the entire time, and although Max looked like he wanted to interrupt, he sat supportively and silently beside me with an ice pack pressed to his jaw. Alexander sat across the table with his arm around Kinley, who dabbed at her nose with a tissue. Kat leaned against the counter with an unreadable expression on her face. Audrie stood in the doorway, arms folded.

“I know I messed up.” My voice started to shake now that the story was over. “You should report me to the authorities like it says in the paper.”

“We can’t do that.” Kat broke the silence. “Not after everything he’s been through.”

“We’ll find another way.” Kinley stood and put her hand on Kat’s shoulder.

“You’ll report him now or I’ll do it for you.” Audrie stepped into the room. Her eyes locked with mine. “He should have never been here in the first place. He put Rochelle in danger—”

“No, he didn’t.” Rochelle interrupted her aunt with the same tone Kat usually used to challenge Kinley. “I put all of us in danger because of the choices I made . . .” For a second I thought she would keep her promise and reveal the truth about the pendant, but her voice trailed off.

“Enough, Rochelle.” The anger in Audrie’s voice only made her niece’s hand grip mine tighter. “You’re in plenty of trouble as it is, and this boy is a criminal.”

“He’s a kid and he made a mistake.” Alexander stood. “He shouldn’t be punished for trying to survive.”

“We won’t abandon him now.” Rochelle’s voice was soft but resolute. “He’s part of our family.”

“You have a lot to learn about family.” Audrie took another step toward us. “Rochelle, go to your room.”

“Hey.” Kinley closed the space between them in a second. “You are not in charge here. If you aren’t going to be helpful then go and figure out how to keep The Defiance from getting near this house. And know if you even hint to anyone that Charlie has that symbol on his arm, you will never be invited into this house again.”

“How long do you really think you can hide it?” Audrie’s voice rose in frustration. “When it all gets out, you’ll be in just as much trouble for harboring him.”

“We can talk about that later.” Kinley’s voice held the confidence and authority I was used to. “Right now, Charlie needs a doctor, and Rochelle and Max need some dry clothes.”

Shaking her head, Audrie turned on her heel and strode out of the room.

“I can’t go to the doctor.” The pain was so excruciating with every movement, I tried to stifle my shivering and remain as still as possible. “I just want to take a shower and go to bed.”

“I know.” Kinley disappeared into the bathroom, still talking. “But from the way you’re holding your arm, I’m ninety percent sure you have a fractured collarbone, and I don’t like those dirty rags wrapped around your hands. Do you remember the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

“I’ve had worse scrapes and I’m still alive.” She had asked me about my vaccination records in the past, but I’d always managed to evade her questions or imply that the home for children had taken care of my medical needs without actually lying to her. The truth was, my dad didn’t believe in doctors, the home for children didn’t care about my health, and I was terrified to have a needle stabbed into my arm.

Kinley reappeared with a palm-sized bandage. “Well, this should cover that ridiculous symbol, and I’ll be with you every second to make sure we can keep it secret.”

“Maybe you can let him rest for a few hours.” Max’s hand lightly squeezed my good shoulder. “He’s had some rough days and not much sleep.”

“Max, you need to get home to your family and get some rest.” Kinley’s voice was gentle. “Alexander, can you drive him? And when you get back, I’ll have Charlie ready.”

“But Kinley.” Max’s chair slid back and he stood beside me. “He hates doctors and hospitals.”

“It’s okay, Max.” Rochelle still held my hand. “We don’t have to protect him from Kinley.”

“You did good today, getting everyone home safe.” Kinley put her hands on Max’s shoulders. “I’ll take care of them for now. You go home, keep ice on your jaw, and you can come back tomorrow.”

Max sighed and nodded. “Hang in there, Keppler. I’ll visit first thing in the morning.” He followed Alexander out the door.

“Rochelle, you’ve done enough too. Go upstairs, get cleaned up, and get some rest. We’ll talk more when I get home.”

Rochelle looked like she was about to protest, but then her head dropped forward. “Okay.” She leaned toward me and whispered, “Listen to Kinley. Everything will be okay.” Standing, she faced her cousin. “I’m sorry I made you worry.” She trudged away, not waiting to hear her cousin’s disappointment.

Kat approached us from the other side of the room. “I’ll take care of Rochelle and Audrie. Don’t worry.” She looked at me. “And I’ll have dinner ready by the time you guys get home.” She hugged Kinley and then she was gone.

“Charlie, look at me.” Kinley lowered herself to the chair beside me. “You’ve never had a tetanus shot before. Have you?”

I shook my head.

“Have you ever had any vaccines before?”

“Not that I can remember.” I swallowed, trying to relieve my dry throat. “I’ve heard they can be dangerous.” Griffwarned against any doctors or medicine because the world wanted to eliminate street kids, and the whole system was against us. He could be paranoid at times, but I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.

“We’ll get your first one today. It’s nothing to worry about. I promise you’ll barely feel it.” She cupped my face with her hand. “And if anyone asks questions, we’ll tell them you went looking for your family, but you were attacked and robbed along the way. It’s plenty reasonable and close enough to the truth.”

I nodded. “I never should have lied to you. I never should have let you sign the guardianship paper without knowing what you were getting yourself into.”

“You’re right. You should have told me. And I still would have signed it.” She unwrapped the bandage and carefully pressed it over the symbol on my arm until it was hidden from view. “You’re part of this family and we all love you. None of that has changed.”

“Everything has changed.” Exhausted and overwhelmed, I blinked up at her. I didn’t want to think about Griff, or deal with Audrie, or go to the doctor, but those were small problems. “Isabelle is gone and Griff knows where I am.”

“One thing at a time.” Kinley took both of my hands, cringing at the dirty pieces of sweatshirt acting as bandages. “I’m on your side. I know a lot of people have broken your trust, but I won’t do that to you.” She stood and disappeared into the bathroom.

“If I could go back, I never would have joined The Defiance.” Cupboards clicked open and water sloshed into the sink. “Then I would have been there for Isabelle. I should have gone back right away.” My chest ached with regret.

“You had no reason to believe she would end up back there.” Kinley returned, washcloth in hand. “And you were taken to a home for children because your house wasn’t safe in the first place.” Her hand slid under my chin and lifted my face as the warm cloth dabbed at my cheek. “We all do the best we can, but we can’t know the future and we can’t change the past.”

“It’s still my fault.” I didn’t pull my face from her hand, but I couldn’t meet her eyes either. “Audrie is right . . . none of you are safe as long as I’m here.”

“Even if Rochelle never met you, Molly would have been here to drag her into this mess. It’s a good thing she had you to warn her what she was getting into.” Kinley’s hand moved the washcloth across my forehead to the other side of my face. “I’m so sorry about Isabelle. I can’t even imagine how hard that must be.”

“Thank you. For everything.” Once again, I was reminded that Kinley and I were a lot alike. She had lost most of her family, and she knew how it felt to carry all of the responsibility on her shoulders. If anyone could begin to imagine how I felt losing Isabelle, it would be her.

“I wish I could have done more, but I promise I’m going to find a way to hide you from Griff.” Scooting forward, she wrapped me in a gentle hug. “Everything is going to be okay. You’re not alone anymore.”

Too tired to argue, I decided to let Kinley take care of me for a few days, but I would never let her take the fall for my mistakes. Griff and The Defiance were my problem to deal with, and I had to do that alone. After everything she and the others had done for me, I couldn’t let them take on any more risk than they already had.




CHAPTER 19

ROCHELLE

December 11, 2090

Sitting on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, I watched the wind-driven snow gust past the bay window. Even after taking my time to shower and get dressed, Kinley and Keppler still hadn’t returned from the doctor.

“I just got off the phone with Emma.” Kat slipped into the room with a mug in her hand. She’d been splitting her time between making dinner and reassuring me Kinley was more worried than mad. “She’s relieved you’re safe, and she said she would tell Todd you’re home.”

“You should have told me. I would have talked to him.”

“Here, drink this. You’re still shaking.” Kat handed me the warm mug and sat down beside me. “You can’t talk to Todd right now. He’s grounded for knowing about your plan and not telling anyone. It was pretty impressive when he talked to Kinley and Audrie. He was practically under interrogation, but he was so calm. He didn’t even tell them I was involved.”

I squeezed my eyes shut against the dull ache in my head. I’d gone too many hours without sleep but had too many unresolved problems to rest. “He tried to stop me.”

“I know. He was really worried about you too.” She looked down at her hands. “Rochelle, from now on, if you’re going to do something dangerous, you have to talk to Kinley first. I don’t like watching everyone worry that something terrible happened to you, and I don’t like being afraid that they’re right.”

“Don’t worry.” I took a sip of the steaming tea. “I’m done doing dangerous things.”

My sister looked at me, eyebrows raised, and I knew she didn’t believe me.

“I don’t want to interrupt.” Audrie stood in the doorway with her hands at her sides. She had a way of keeping her footsteps silent when she wanted to make a surprise appearance. “But I need to talk to Rochelle for a minute. Can I sit with her, Kat, while you finish dinner? I’m sure everyone will be home and ready for a warm meal any minute.”

My sister nodded but didn’t move to get up.

“It’s okay.” I dreaded the conversation I was about to have with Audrie, but I had made a promise to Keppler, and it couldn’t wait any longer.

Kat hugged me. “I’ll be right in the kitchen if you need anything.”

When she left the room, Audrie closed the French doors and sat down on the other end of the couch.

“I know the past few weeks have been difficult for you, and I want to help.” She gripped one of her hands inside of the other, perhaps the closest my aunt had to a nervous tell. “I also know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I think it would be best for you to move to New York with me. At least for a little while.”

Only days earlier, I had promised Kinley I would never leave her. I had also encouraged my family to hear Audrie out. I decided to do just that. “That sounds like a lot of fun,” I started cautiously, “but I’ve never been that far away from Kinley and Kat, and all of my friends.”

“You would be able to call them and write to them.” She scooted a cushion closer to me. “We would even come and visit once I determined it would be safe for you.”

From the moment I met her, I had questioned my aunt’s intentions. Keppler said she only cared about the pendant. Kinley thought she had come for me because I reminded her of her favorite brother. “Aunt Audrie, why do you want me to move to New York?”

Her eyes brightened and she smiled. “Most importantly, so we can spend more time together. But also because it’s dangerous for you to stay here right now, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Wouldn’t I be in your way though? Like when you have to travel for work. Then you’d be worried.”

My aunt nodded. “I suppose I haven’t explained very well. The school that you’ll attend, the Advanced Education Institute, is operated by the TCI. We recruit smart, brave, innovative kids, like you, and provide them a top-notch education. You would live in the dormitories there, but any time I’m home on the weekends, you could come and stay with me.”

Flattered by my aunt’s belief that I qualified for an advanced education, and intrigued by the opportunity to attend something like college, I locked eyes with my aunt. “If I went there, would I become a TCI agent like you?”

“You could, but you wouldn’t have to.” Audrie laughed. “Most of the kids don’t become agents, but some of them help us develop new technology or go on to work civilian jobs that protect our country’s security.” My aunt glanced at the closed door then whispered, “But all of that aside, you could help me save the world. I know you don’t think you remember anything to do with your dad and the pendant, but if we had more time to talk about what we both remember, I’ll bet we could figure it out together.”

My heart pounded in my ears. Moving to New York with Audrie would be an opportunity, an adventure. I would be letting my family down, but I could finish my dad’s mission to save the world.

“Rochelle, are you okay?”

I nodded. She knew exactly what to say, exactly how to convince me to do what she wanted because we were so much alike. “I wish I could go with you, but I have all of my responsibilities here, and if I left . . .”

“Rochelle, about what you did today . . .” She sighed and crossed one leg over the other. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning?”

“Because I thought you would stop me.” I huddled deeper into my blanket. “Because I know you don’t like Keppler.”

“You’re right. I don’t like him. But I would have helped you if you felt it was that important.”

“So you aren’t going to turn him in?”

Audrie frowned. “I don’t have many options there. He’s not really safe here, and more importantly, none of you are safe with him here.”

“But there are other options?” Forgetting about the lure of New York and a real school, I shrugged off my blanket and stood to feel more in control. “Options that don’t involve Keppler getting in trouble for making a mistake.”

Audrie sighed. “Each of them carry an increasing risk for everyone involved.”

“If I tell you what I know about Dad’s pendant”—I swallowed hard and took a breath—“will you promise to do everything you can to help him?”

Audrie’s fierce green eyes burned into mine. “If you keep up these games, you’re going to get Kinley and Kat hurt along with yourself. Is that what you want?”

Diverting my eyes from hers, I shook my head. “Promise you’ll treat Keppler like family, like he’s your nephew, and I’ll tell you everything.”

Audrie stood, eyes angry but expression calm. “I’ll do my best.”

Ignoring the iciness of her words, I held out my hand. “Then it’s a deal?”

Her hand gripped mine. “Deal.”

Feeling along the neckline of my T-shirt, I found the chain and slid the pendant into view. I’d hidden it in my dresser after Max returned it to me and put it back on after my shower. “Keppler found it in the seat of Dad’s truck. I never knew it was there, but Keppler told me it was dangerous. He told me to give it to you.” I raised my face, holding the pendant out to my aunt. “But I didn’t know what my dad would want me to do.”

“He wouldn’t want you to get mixed up in all of this like he did.” Audrie snatched it from my hand. “How long have you known about this?”

“Since the summer.” I stared down at my socks. “I wanted your help, but I felt like it was my responsibility to do the right thing.”

“The right thing?” Audrie’s hand flashed out and gripped my wrist so tightly it hurt. “You have so much potential but so much to learn. You’re just like your dad. Trusting all the wrong people and not the ones who want what’s best for you.”

“He wasn’t wrong. He saw good in everyone.” I forced myself to meet her eyes. “It’s always there if you look hard enough.”

“As is the darkness.” She let go of my arm and dropped her hand to her side.

“I’m sorry I lied to you. It doesn’t mean I don’t love you.” I watched for a softening in her expression, but her face remained rigid.

“I’m disappointed in you.” She took a deep breath to control her voice. “But I suppose you’re in enough trouble with Kinley already.” So much for my aunt’s earlier compliments. Both she and Kinley would forever believe I was reckless and irresponsible.

I nodded and turned away. I wanted to cry for falling short of my aunt’s expectations, for causing Kinley more stress when she didn’t deserve any, and for being incapable of helping Keppler with everything he was going through, but I kept my eyes dry long enough to escape.

The tears came as I rushed upstairs and intensified to sobbing by the time I crawled under the blankets on my bed. For miserable minutes, I cried into my pillow, overwhelmed by everything I had lost in my life, everything Keppler had lost in his, and the hopelessness of his situation.
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“Rochelle?” A cold hand touched my face. “Rochelle?”

Blinking my way out of sleep, I looked up at Kinley, who sat on the edge of my bed. “What happened? Where’s Keppler?” Wide awake with the returning memory of the past day, I sat up.

“He’s downstairs, resting. He’ll be in a sling for a while, but he’s going to be okay.”

I nodded and slid away from my pillow to sit next to her. “Good. I was really worried.”

Kinley’s arm wrapped around me. “Is that why you were crying?”

“Sort of.” I rubbed a hand over my cheek, but the tears had dried. “Every time I try to do the right thing and help people, I just make everything worse.”

“Even doing the right thing comes with consequences. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do it.” It was a much gentler answer than the lecture I expected.

“Are you mad at me?” I doubted Audrie had told her about the pendant, and I wasn’t ready to tell Kinley I had also lied to her for months.

“No.” I watched in the mirror as her fingers parted my hair and twisted it into the same kind of braid she always wore. “We have some things to talk about after I deal with the Audrie situation. For now, I’m just relieved you’re safe.”

“I really thought we’d be home sooner. You weren’t supposed to have time to worry.”

“I know. Life is full of difficult decisions, and sometimes it’s hard to know whether we’re making the right ones.” She finished with my hair and twisted the rubber band from her wrist around the bottom of my braid. “Don’t worry. We’re going to get through this.”

I smiled at our reflections, almost identical sitting side by side. For months I had wanted to be just like Audrie and nothing like Kinley. I still admired my aunt for her poise, professionalism, and control over her emotions, but I didn’t like the way she treated Kinley or Keppler, or that she couldn’t see things from my point of view. My cousin, on the other hand, could be controlling and overprotective, but she had always been there for me. I looked up to both of them for different reasons, but any choice about the future I made would let one of them down.




CHAPTER 20

CHARLIE

December 11, 2090

I sat on the couch, leg propped up on a pillow, arm in a sling, white bandages wrapped around both of my hands. The broken glass, remnants of my dad’s car projects, had slashed deep gashes into both of my palms. It felt like he was continuing to hurt me even after his death.

Kat perched on the edge of a chair pulled up close to the couch, gently holding one of my bandaged hands in hers. I had been worried she would be angry with me for leaving her at the festival, but she had told me she understood why I had to leave, she was proud of me for telling the truth, and I had made the right decision to come home for help. She believed, now that I had nothing to hide, I wouldn’t leave again and I let her believe it. We’d been sitting there for half an hour and neither of us had said another word, but there was comfort in her presence and the warmth of her hand.

“I never said Rochelle was a bad kid.” Audrie’s voice drifted in from the kitchen. “I think she has some friends who are really bad influences. It would be best to get her away from this place and back on the right track.”

If Kinley or Alexander replied, I couldn’t hear over the gust of wind slamming against the bay window. They had been in the kitchen with Audrie since our awkward dinner, and the entire conversation had focused on Audrie taking Rochelle back to New York with her. I felt bad for Kinley—still sick, a day of panic until Rochelle returned home, hours in the hospital with me, and now arguing with her aunt.

I glanced over at the chair where Rochelle slept, legs curled under her. It was for the best that she didn’t have to hear the conversation in the next room. She had been quiet at dinner, sliding food around her plate while Audrie tried to convince Kinley to sign papers allowing me to work with the TCI as an informant. I was so hungry, I focused most of my attention on eating the food in front of me and avoiding Audrie’s stern expression.

Kat’s hand pressed mine lightly. “Can I get you anything? A glass of water or another blanket?”

“No, I’m okay.” I didn’t want her to let go of my hand. It was the only thing keeping me calm. She nodded and we sat in silence, listening to the roaring storm outside.

“Hey guys.” Kinley entered the room, so abruptly we both jumped. “How are you feeling, Charlie?”

“I’m okay as long as I don’t move.” I forced a smile, hoping to take a little of the worry off her shoulders. The doctor had verified Kinley’s suspicion of a broken collarbone with x-rays. He provided a sling to keep it immobilized for the next six to eight weeks, cleaned and bandaged the wounds on my hands, and injected the tetanus shot Kinley wouldn’t let me talk my way out of. There wasn’t much more he could do but recommend over-the-counter painkillers and ice packs to help with pain management.

“We’re taking a break from the ice,” Kat explained. “He’s more comfortable without it on his shoulder for right now.”

“Kinley, I thought you were going to bed.” Alexander crossed the room toward us. “You really need to get some sleep.”

“I know . . . I just have so much to do.” Her eyes jumped from Kat to me to Rochelle.

“Ice packs are in the freezer, and he can have more ibuprofen in three hours. If he spikes a slight fever, it’s a harmless reaction from the tetanus shot. See, I know what I’m doing, plus I have plenty of letters to write, so I’ll be up if Charlie needs anything.” He noticed Rochelle and smiled. “At least someone is getting some sleep.”

“Don’t wake her up,” Kat whispered. “Then again, she won’t be able to feel her legs in the morning if she sleeps like that all night.”

“I can help with that.” Alexander scooped Rochelle into his arms and her eyelids fluttered before her head rested against his chest. “Lead the way, Kinley.”

She stood and kissed the top of my head. “Sleep tight. If you need me, send Alexander to wake me up.” She squeezed Kat’s shoulder. “Time for bed for you too.”

Alexander followed Kinley out of the room as Kat yawned then kissed my forehead and stood. “Promise you won’t disappear before morning?”

I nodded. As much as I wanted to tell her how much I cared about her, I knew it would be cruel. Not in that moment, but the day Griff came for me. If I had never met the Aumonts, I would have already been on my way across the country. Staying ahead of trouble. But Griff had provided me an opportunity to protect my family, and it would be selfish to pass it up. If I could keep the Aumonts safe from inside The Defiance, then Rochelle wouldn’t have to move away.

After Kat followed the others upstairs, I heard familiar footsteps in the other room and my chest clenched. Despite the dread like cold water rising all around me, I knew what I had to do.

“Audrie?” I sat up so I could see her step into the room. “Can I talk to you for a minute, please?”

She glided toward me and sat down in the chair where Rochelle had been sleeping. “I have a minute.”

“At dinner, you said if Kinley signed some paperwork, it would keep her out of trouble in case anyone finds out about the brand on my arm.” I glanced at my arm, now safely concealed by the sleeve of my shirt. “What would happen to me if she signed it?”

Audrie leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “You would stay here while your injuries heal. Then you would take up your old friend’s offer to rejoin The Defiance and keep the TCI updated on his plans. We’d do everything possible to keep you safe and get you out as soon as we had the information we needed.” She shook her head. “But Kinley isn’t going to give anyone, especially me, even temporary guardianship of you or Rochelle.”

I swallowed hard to clear the lump from my throat. “I can’t help you with Rochelle, but Alexander is also my guardian. I can convince him to sign the papers if it’ll protect Kinley. Would his signature be enough?”

“Yes.” Audrie sat up and cocked her head to the side. “But why would you do that?”

“I don’t want them to get in trouble.” Fighting the pain, I sat up straighter. “They’re the only family I have.”

She studied me before smiling. “I may have been wrong about you after all. Let’s talk it over with Alexander.”

“Talk what over?” He appeared in the doorway, shoulders stiff, hands in his pockets.

Audrie leaned back in her chair. “Charlie is interested in working with the TCI as an informant, like we talked about at dinner. It’s the best solution for everyone, and all we need is your signature. I have the paperwork in my bag.”

Alexander looked at me and pressed his hand to the back of his neck. “And what exactly does my signature mean for Charlie?”

“It means I would have custody of him during the time he works for the TCI. Which may happen, or may not, depending on how things play out in the coming weeks.” She leaned back in her chair. “It would mean Kinley faces no charges for harboring a member of The Defiance, because if he gets caught, I can say I placed him here. And it would mean Charlie has a chance to turn his mistake into a solution for this country.”

“And you can guarantee he’ll be safe?”

“This isn’t without risk for him. While he’s in Defiance territory, I won’t have much control over what happens. But I’ll do everything in my power to provide him with the resources he needs to remain safe and get him out as soon as we have the information we need.”

“And when you’re done with him, he comes back here?” The usual certainty in Alexander’s voice wavered.

Audrie shrugged. “If he’s still under eighteen, you and Kinley resume your role as his guardians. Just remember, if you sign the papers, I can help all of you. If you don’t, you’re all on your own.”

I shifted to face Alexander. “I don’t want to be another problem for Kinley. What’s going to happen to Rochelle and Kat if she gets in trouble?”

Ignoring me, he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “When would you take him?”

“Not until he’s out of that sling. A lot depends on when his old buddies reach out. If that happens before I step in, I need Charlie to contact me immediately.”

“You’re sure this is what you want?” Alexander sat down on the coffee table, blocking Audrie from my view. “I can look for other options. Maybe find a place for you to lay low for a while—”

“No.” The word came out forcefully. “This is what I have to do. Please, help me do the right thing this one time.”

Alexander sighed and nodded. It took fifteen minutes for Audrie to explain the papers and collect the necessary signatures. The three of us agreed it would be best not to tell Kinley until we knew exactly when I was leaving. Audrie gave me her card and advised me to memorize her phone number so we could remain in touch, and then she headed upstairs to get some sleep before her departure the next day.

“I don’t like this, Charlie.” Alexander rubbed both hands over his face. “You shouldn’t be mixed up in any of this.”

“It’s too late for that.” The realization of how long I could be away from home hit me like a punch in the stomach. “I’ll come back as soon as I can. Even if I’m eighteen by then.”

“It won’t be that long. You heard Audrie—if things change, you might not even have to go at all.” We both knew nothing would change. The Defiance wouldn’t collapse during the few weeks my arm was in a sling, and they wouldn’t stop terrorizing the country. “For now, you need to get some sleep.”

Nodding, I propped the right side of my body in the corner of the couch to keep my left shoulder off the pillow—the only comfortable position I’d found.

He covered me with another blanket, then rested his hand on the top of my head. “I wish I could go in your place and teach that Griff to pick on guys his own size.”

I kept a serious face although I wanted to laugh. “You have the wrong haircut to impersonate me. Plus, you’d have to convince him I started lifting a lot of weights.”

Alexander laughed. “I suppose he’d notice the difference. Although it might be easier to pull off than trying to explain all of this to Kinley.”

“She’ll understand, eventually. We shouldn’t worry about it yet. We have a few weeks.” Six weeks before Audrie came for me, and less than a month before Griff expected me back. I closed my eyes, feeling at peace with my decision. For the moment, I was far from Griff and comfortable at home. It couldn’t last forever, but if I could have a few more days, a few more weeks with my family, maybe it would be enough to get me through everything to come.




CHAPTER 21

ROCHELLE

December 12, 2090

I woke up slowly, at first aware only of the warmth and comfort of being tucked into my bed. Then the events of the past few days flooded in. I had to check on Keppler, talk to Audrie before she left, and tell Kinley the truth. Shoving the covers aside, I jumped out of bed and rushed to the guest bedroom at the end of the hall.

The bed was made and Audrie’s suitcase was gone. Outside, large snowflakes poured down in front of the window. The murmur of Kinley’s voice drew me back down the hall, and the phone cord led into her room. I pushed the door forward to reveal my cousin sitting on her bed, phone to her ear, writing in a notebook as she listened.

She looked up and smiled, holding up one finger to indicate she needed another minute. “That’s perfect,” she said into the phone. “I’ll get the forms filled out as soon as I receive them and we’ll see you for orientation in January. Okay. Thank you. Bye.” She hung up the phone and slid it onto her nightstand.

“Good morning, sleepyhead. I’m sorry we didn’t get to talk more last night.” She slid to the edge of her bed so her feet rested on the floor. “My conversation with Audrie seemed to never end and then I didn’t want to wake you up.”

I nodded, feet frozen in the doorway, remembering my own conversation with our aunt. “She left already?” My voice broke and tears welled in my eyes.

“Rochelle, come here.” Kinley held her arms open and I rushed into them. “Audrie wanted to talk to you, but you were sleeping so tight, I wouldn’t let her wake you up. She planned to stay all day, but then she got a call from work.”

Unsure whether Kinley was telling the truth or just trying to make me feel better, I rubbed my eyes, trying to stop the tears.

“I don’t know what’s going on between you and Audrie, but I bet you would feel better if we talk about it.”

Nodding, I lifted my head from her shoulder. I needed Kinley to know everything and make it better. That’s what I had wanted since I found out about the pendants, but I couldn’t stand to have both Audrie and Kinley disappointed in me.

As if sensing my hesitancy, she released me from her embrace and took both of my hands. “It’s okay. You can tell me anything.”

I cleared my throat and blinked away the tears. “Keppler found the pendant during the summer in Dad’s truck. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to have another thing to worry about. I didn’t tell Audrie because I didn’t know what she planned to do with it.” I met her eyes, gentle with understanding. “When I told Audrie last night, she said I was putting everyone in danger. That’s the first time she’s ever been disappointed in me.”

Kinley reached for the box of tissues on her nightstand and held them out to me. “It must not be too bad. This morning, she still wanted to take you to New York. She thinks Max and Todd are bad influences.” My cousin’s forehead wrinkled. “I can see where she’s coming from with Max. But Todd?”

“Kat told me he’s grounded.” I dabbed at my eyes. If Audrie spent enough time in Maibe she would see that I was a bad influence on Todd. “He’s the one who tried to convince me not to go.”

“That’s what I figured.” She scrunched her nose. “I’ll talk to Emma and see if I can get his grounding reduced.”

“What about me?”

“You are too brave for your own good and the best friend anyone could ever ask for, but you’re not in trouble this time.”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t see a doctor?” I was only half joking.

My cousin smiled, but it faded quickly. “Remember what I told you about making decisions last night?”

I nodded.

“We have some hard ones to make in the coming weeks. I couldn’t sleep last night until I decided to take charge instead of waiting for the next bad thing to happen.”

“Is that what you were talking about on the phone?”

She nodded. “I have a friend in Omaha who has a sister Kat’s age. Her parents will let you and Kat stay with them and you’ll both be able to go to a really nice school. I was just on the phone with the guidance counselor, setting up your schedules.”

“How are you going to tell Kat?”

“I think we’ll wait a bit.” Kinley’s wide eyes pleaded for my cooperation. “I’ve been debating this since Molly kidnapped you. Rochelle, I don’t think any of you are safe here anymore.” She cringed and rubbed her forehead. “Don’t tell Charlie yet, but I’m going to contact an older couple my parents knew. They live an hour north of here on a farm where no one would ever think to look for him.”

I took another tissue and blew my nose. “What about you? I can’t leave you here alone.”

“At least if you’re in Omaha I can still visit you on the weekend.” She wrapped one arm around me and rested her head against mine. “I know you don’t want to go with Audrie, so if we stick together on what we want, I’m hoping she’ll agree to let you go to Omaha with Kat. Molly won’t know where to find you, so you’ll be just as safe there.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to go with Audrie.” I took a deep breath before my cousin’s deluge of information pulled me under. “I just don’t want to leave here.”

“I don’t want you to leave either. But I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you.” She forced a smile. “Try not to worry though. No one is leaving until after the holidays, and maybe our whole situation will be better by then.”

After everything I had witnessed over the past weeks, I didn’t expect the world to improve before Christmas, but I wasn’t ready to shatter our hope. “Is your head okay?”

“Just a lingering side effect of my illness.” She dropped her hand to her lap. “My fever is gone and I’m feeling much better compared to the weekend.” My cousin smiled and nudged my shoulder with hers. “But I’m thankful for an excuse to take a few days off and stay home with you and Kat and Charlie.”

I laughed with her and folded my legs under me. “Is Keppler doing okay?”

“Asleep last I checked.” Kinley picked up the notebook she had been writing in earlier, closed it, and slid it under her pillow. “A broken collarbone is pretty painful, so he’ll need a lot of rest and patience from us.”

“He didn’t even care about his shoulder when we were at his house.” I closed my eyes, remembering our conversation in the cold rain. “He was so heartbroken about what happened to his sister. I didn’t know what to say.”

“I know. I can’t even imagine.” She shook her head slowly. “He told me once about how he took care of her from the time they were little kids. He’s having a hard time with not being there to comfort her in those last scary moments.” Looking at me, she shivered. “Rochelle, from now on, you have to promise me that we’ll talk about everything. Just like we used to. Whether you’re here or somewhere else.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“I mean it.” She gripped my shoulders so I had no choice but to look at her. “I’m not Audrie. You don’t have to question my motives. I want what’s best for you. That’s it. I want you safe. I want you to have normal worries. I want you to have better than what I had.”

My hands found Kinley’s. “I know that. I’ve never questioned your motives, I just don’t want you to have so many worries. It’s not fair.”

“I don’t want it to be fair.” My cousin blinked back tears. “I’d rather live my life under a five-hundred-pound weight of worries than ever lose any of you. I couldn’t live with that.” She shook her head but didn’t attempt to dry her eyes.

“You won’t lose us.” I pulled a tissue from the box and wiped her tears. “I promise we’ll talk about everything. No secrets. Just like when we were kids.”

Kinley sniffled and nodded.

“And even if I have to leave, I promise I’ll still call you all the time.” I lay back on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. “And no matter where I am, I’ll still follow your rules, so you’ll know I’m safe.”

“Thank you. That makes me feel better.” She lay back next to me. “Remember snowy days like this when we were kids? We would make popcorn and watch movies all afternoon.”

“Life was so easy back then.” I turned my face to the wall of white outside Kinley’s window. “We could watch movies today and pretend we don’t have anything to worry about.”

“I’m in. Maybe we can talk Alexander into joining us if he ever comes back from his office. He’s been acting weird today, and he looks like he didn’t sleep all night. I’m starting to worry about him.”

“We’ll let him rest during the movie.” I sat up, pushing the possibility of leaving Maibe out of my mind. Nothing would change until after Christmas. I took my cousin’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “There’s no time to worry today.”




CHAPTER 22

ROCHELLE

December 15, 2090

“Max. The prompt said our character was wrong about the time of the party.” Lareina held the notebook close to her face, trying to distinguish Max’s handwriting.

Kat rolled her eyes and leaned back against the couch to be closer to Keppler. “What did he write this time?”

Aaron and Lareina had visited earlier that afternoon, and we had spent an hour playing a writing game. Each of us had to add the next sentence as we passed a notebook around the circle, but Max had trouble staying on topic.

“Something about taking a left turn at the piano?” Aaron squinted over Lareina’s shoulder from where he sat in the armchair with an open textbook on his lap. He was the first person I’d met who studied more than Kinley.

“It makes sense.” Max knelt at the coffee table between Lareina and me. “Because wrong is the opposite of right, which is the opposite of left.”

I laughed. “Wait. What?”

“Just pass it to Keppler.” Max reached for the notebook. “I’ll bet twenty dollars he can make it work in the story.”

Keppler’s face twitched into an almost smile. “Not even I can fix that.”

“Plus, you only have three dollars.” Lareina handed Max his wallet and passed the notebook to Aaron.

“How did you . . .” Max patted his back pockets, then took the wallet and studied it. Keppler laughed and Kat raised one eyebrow.

Lareina’s cheeks turned pink. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. I’m experimenting with ways to use my skills for good.” She turned to Aaron. “Just don’t tell Nick until I can prove it’s actually working.”

“Can you teach me?” Ever since my close call in Orville, I couldn’t stop thinking about how defenseless I was. If I had to leave Maibe, it only made sense to be prepared.

“How to pick pockets? You don’t need to know that.”

“Or maybe I do. What if I end up in this weird situation and the one thing I need to save my life is in a stranger’s pocket?” I ignored Keppler, who was shaking his head at me. “Remember how picking that lock got us away from Molly and back home? That could come in handy.”

Kat’s shoulders stiffened. “You don’t need to know any of that, Rochelle, because you’re going to stop doing dangerous things.”

“It won’t hurt her, Kat.” Max stood, stuffed his wallet back into his pocket, and sat down on the edge of the couch cushion. “Maybe we should all learn a few things. Just in case.”

“I said no,” Kat snapped.

“Come on, Kat.” Max continued in a joking tone. “I bet—”

“All you ever do is get Rochelle in trouble.” Kat pinched Max’s upper arm. “If you want to be reckless, fine. But leave her out of it.”

Max let out a yelp as he stood and took two clumsy steps away from my sister. “Geez. I’m sorry.”

“Whatever.” Kat stood, still glaring at him. “I have to start dinner. Lareina, Aaron, do you want to eat with us?”

Lareina forced a smile. “Thanks, but Aaron and I should get back. Nick will be home from his shift soon, and he’s planning to cook for us. I’m equally curious and worried.”

Since Aaron was released from the hospital, Lareina had been staying with him during the day while Nick checked groceries at his new job. Then she returned to the home for children in time to help with dinner, bedtime, and her overnight duties.

“That’s okay. Maybe next time.” Kat walked around the coffee table. “I have a few things to send with you, so you’ll have something to eat just in case dinner doesn’t turn out.” She glanced at Max standing apart from our little group, shook her head, and left the room.

“She doesn’t usually . . .” Keppler looked from Max to the French doors my sister had disappeared through. “She’s just a little on edge.”

“No need to explain.” Aaron closed his book and reached for his crutches. Lareina pushed them within reach. “You guys have had a lot to deal with.” No one had questioned Kinley’s cover story about Keppler running away to find his family and getting robbed along the way.

Lareina stood and helped Aaron up. “If it would make you feel better to know some of the things I learned out there, I can show you sometime.”

“Maybe it’s not a great idea,” Aaron hedged.

“I’m teaching her for survival purposes, not setting her on the path to a life of crime.” She straightened the collar of his polo with one hand. “Everyone should be prepared for the worst. That’s how you prevent it from happening.”

“Don’t we know it.” Aaron sighed but his smile returned. He extended his arm to Keppler, still half sitting on the couch, and shook his hand. “Get plenty of rest and you’ll be healed up in no time.” Despite his own injuries, Aaron was more concerned with healing everyone around him.

“I will. Good luck with your physical therapy.”

“Thanks. I have a good feeling about it.” He grinned at me. “I’m registered to start studying in the medical training program in the spring. I’m already getting a head start with the books Kinley gave me.”

“You’ll be Doctor Aaron Swanson in no time.” I hugged him, then Lareina.

Max joined the conversation to say his goodbyes, but his usual goofy grin and unremitting energy were absent. By the time I turned back from walking Lareina and Aaron to the door, he stood near the couch with his hands in his pockets.

“Are you okay, Delgado?” Keppler leaned back into the cushion and then forward again in his impossible quest to get comfortable.

Max rubbed his arm where Kat had pinched him. “Not really.”

“Come over here.” I sat down on the coffee table and held my hand out to him.

“Are you sure?” He started toward me anyway. “Every time I’m near you, something bad happens. Kat says so, Todd says so, even Alexander implied it.”

“That’s not true.” I took his hand and he sank down next to me. “I choose to go on adventures with you.”

Max raised his eyebrows at Keppler. “Do you want to weigh in on this?”

Keppler adjusted his glasses. “You’re both just as reckless on your own as you are together. You’ve probably survived this long because you were together.”

“See?” I wrapped my arm around Max. “Todd is overprotective, Alexander has to be an adult, and Kat is a little grumpy today.”

“A little?” A sliver of a smile flitted across his face and then we were both laughing.

“Before we get too offtrack, I do have to talk to you guys about something serious.” Keppler frowned down at the sling holding his arm in place. “I appreciate you guys always being there for me, and I’m thankful you brought me home. But if Griff contacts me again, I have to go and neither of you can come looking for me.”

“I’m not supposed to tell you this, but Kinley has a plan.” The conversation drifting in from the kitchen assured me my sister wouldn’t overhear. “She knows a place where you might be able to hide out for a while.”

Keppler looked interested, eyebrows quirking, then shook his head. “I’m not saying that won’t work, but we always get caught off guard, and we have to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”

“But we don’t have the pendant anymore,” Max said.

“That doesn’t matter.” He wouldn’t meet our eyes. “If Griff comes, I only have one choice. I belong with The Defiance and you two belong here.”

“We’ve talked about this before.” Max’s shoulders stiffened beneath my arm. “Just because you haven’t always lived here doesn’t mean you can’t belong here. You’re like us, how could you think you belong with them?”

“Because nothing happens by chance.” His use of that phrase twisted my stomach. “The only reason I ended up here was to make sure The Defiance never fulfilled their pendant plans. Joining Griff is the only way I can finish that job and the only way you guys can go back to normal life.”

“What if I don’t want to go back to normal life? Maybe you ended up here because we’re supposed to help you.” Max stood. “No way you’re going to have all of the adventures without us. Rochelle, say something. Tell him he’s wrong.”

I looked at Max helplessly and my heart tore in half. If Keppler left he’d be on his own with The Defiance, but fighting with the squatter in Orville had been a reality check for me. We would be in way over our heads against The Defiance. I could never find the research that came with the pendants on my own. The only choice I had was to work with Audrie and help her do the right thing, if she ever forgave me for lying to her in the first place.

“I think.” My eyes slid to Keppler and then to the floor. “I don’t want him to go, but he’s right. We should be prepared for the worst, and we’re no match for The Defiance.”

“Fine. Take his side.” Max’s face crumpled back to an unfamiliar expression of despair. “I have to go.”

I wanted to say something to make Max feel better, to fix everything for everyone, but no words could do that. “We should trust Kinley. She has a plan.”

“A plan to separate all of us.” He walked to the door then turned back. “How can we save the world then?”

He didn’t wait for an answer before walking out, and I sank to the couch.

“We should have talked about this a long time ago, but I knew he wouldn’t like it.”

“I don’t like it either, Keppler.” My eyes burned, but crying wouldn’t solve anything. “Max and I . . . we’re both tired of saying goodbye to people we love. You have to give Kinley’s plan a chance.”

Keppler nodded. “Like I said before, this is only in the worst-case scenario. You let Todd leave when he wanted to find his mom. You have to understand why I’m asking you to let me go.”

“Letting Todd go was the biggest mistake of my life.”

Sighing, Keppler rubbed his face with one hand. “And joining The Defiance was mine. Or maybe it was letting myself believe Isabelle was safe and better off without me. I can’t decide between the two.”

Knowing nothing I said would make him feel any better, I took his hand instead and sat next to him for several silent minutes.

“Aumont, when you said you didn’t want to disappoint your dad, you sounded so sure.” He cleared his throat. “How do you know he’s not gone?”

I looked at the snow-covered trees outside the window as I considered my answer. “Because I believe in heaven, and I pray all the time that he’s there.”

“Instead of being stuck in the waiting room?” Keppler turned to me, face twisted in uncertainty. “Kat said that can happen if your soul isn’t ready for heaven.”

If Keppler didn’t look so serious, I would have laughed. “Kat described purgatory as a waiting room?”

“Not exactly. She said it was a miserable place where you’re stuck waiting and I pictured it as the waiting room at the hospital.” He turned away from me but didn’t let go of my hand. “How am I supposed to figure out where Isabelle is and whether she can hear me? I don’t want her to think I abandoned her.”

“All you need to know is that she’s watching over you. You can talk to her anytime you want, but I’m sure she already knows you didn’t leave her behind.”

“That’s it?” He turned back to me, eyes narrowed in frustration. “I’m just supposed to talk to the air without any evidence my sister is out there?”

I gently pressed his hand to calm him. “You know how sometimes you’re so busy writing, you don’t look up when I walk in the room?”

He nodded.

“I could be Kinley or Kat, but something tells you it’s me instead, right?”

His eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “I guess so.”

“It’s like that for me with my dad and my grandma. I can’t see them anymore, but sometimes I just feel them in the room with me. Sometimes I dream about them and it feels so real.”

Keppler’s shoulders slumped a little. “I haven’t had anything like that with Isabelle.”

“You will.” My head slid to the side so it lightly rested against his. “Just because you don’t feel her now doesn’t mean she isn’t with you.”

Minutes ticked by as we sat together quietly. Then Keppler stood, keeping his face turned from me. “I should check on Kat. She was really upset.”

Even though he never looked back, I waited for him to leave before wiping a tear from my cheek.




CHAPTER 23

CHARLIE

December 18, 2090

“Every glittering moment carried them farther away from murdering pendant thieves, infected cities, and cities under siege. The train picked up speed once again, racing through darkness toward hope for a better future and the only place that had ever felt like home.” I let my binder fall to the desk and looked up at Lareina, who was sitting in the armchair across from me. We had spent the past three days going over her story, and when everyone in the house thought I was sleeping, I transformed it into the narrative she wanted.

“That’s perfect.” She smiled and I felt relieved at the possibility I wouldn’t have to rewrite the last chapters for a third time. “I couldn’t have described it better.”

Miserable after Griff’s revelations about Isabelle and running on barely any sleep due to my shoulder, I had avoided small talk. Writing her story was a distraction from my own problems and a chance to learn the truth. I reached for the notebook and pen on the edge of my desk, ready to take my next set of extensive notes. “Let’s continue with the next chapter then?”

“There isn’t another chapter. That’s the end.” Lareina stood and flopped the stack of loose-leaf pages to the front of the binder. “Now it just needs a title.” She took my pen and wrote “Hope For The Best” across the top. “Do you think that captures it?”

“It’s fine. But you never explained what happened to the pendants.” She had taken her time building up to the fact that Nick also had a pendant, and waited for my shock to fade before continuing. After that, I had tracked the pendants through a fight with Nick, to Dallas despite Aaron’s injury, into Nick’s pocket despite his betrayal, and onto a train bound for Nebraska.

She closed the binder and sat down with it on her lap. “Nothing happened to the pendants. You know the rest of the story. We were briefly captured by Molly’s useless recruits, we found Rochelle, and we came here.”

“You mean you still have them?” I stood so quickly I almost toppled my chair. From the beginning, I had been certain either the detective or the TCI confiscated them along her journey.

“Before I answer that question . . .” She looked at me, eyebrows raised and lips in a tight line. “Why are they so important to you? You told me you want to protect Rochelle, but I get the impression you have a deeper connection to all of this.” Since her first visit after my return to Maibe, she had been asking me a similar question that I had declined to answer.

I took a minute to adjust my sling and decide how much to reveal. Through her narrative, I had watched Lareina manipulate and deceive person after person. How much could I hold back without her knowing I wasn’t being completely honest?

“Charlie.” She leaned forward with her hands on the desk. “I can’t be honest with you unless I know what you’re hiding from me.”

“Just give me a minute.” I had to know whether she brought the pendants to Maibe. I had to know she wouldn’t do something stupid with them that would put my family in danger. But the truth was the price I had to pay to find out. “When I was on the streets, a guy named Griff offered me a place to belong, a family. I was desperate, so I joined The Defiance before most people even knew what it was.”

“You’re one of them?” She scraped her chair back and stood, clutching the binder like a shield. “Does Rochelle know?”

“She’s known for months.” Ignoring Lareina’s reaction, I took a deep breath in preparation to reveal the rest. “The story about why I left is mostly true. We just cut out the part about Griff meeting with me and asking me to bring him Rochelle’s pendant and come back to The Defiance.”

“Come back?” She stood poised to run, never taking her eyes off me. “I thought you could never leave The Defiance in the first place.”

“You can’t.” Slumped in my chair, I told her about the friendship I’d formed with Griff and the way he’d changed after finding out about his dad’s pendant. I described his obsession with using the research to make The Defiance the most powerful organization in the country and my pathetic attempt to stop him. “I ran away, and I planned to keep running. But if going back protects Rochelle from Molly, then I have to do it.”

“Does Rochelle know you plan to give him her pendant?”

“Rochelle gave her pendant to Audrie.” With each day, I regretted urging her to do that a little more. When I returned to The Defiance, I had to be on the best possible terms with Griff, and Audrie wasn’t going to loan me a pendant to give me that advantage. “Until now, I feared it would complete Griff’s collection. If you would have told me about your pendants from the beginning, I could have made a better decision.”

“Great, so now the TCI has it.” Lareina pressed the binder to her forehead so I couldn’t see her face. “I told you we needed to do research to make an informed decision.”

“Research?” I gripped the edge of my chair to fight back the pain and annoyance. “I just told you I was in The Defiance. What else could I possibly need to know?”

“Remember at the festival, I told you that Nick and I were going to talk to Ava Welch’s uncle?” She lowered the binder, voice calm and steady. “From conversations he had with his brother, he was under the impression the TCI had something to do with the project.”

“How does that change anything?”

“I don’t know yet. But what if the plan was to create a way to enhance viruses and the vaccine was an accidental by-product? That makes the TCI the villains. Maybe they planned to use it as a weapon all along, and now you just handed them one of the keys to it.”

“First of all, you have no evidence to support your theory. You can hate the TCI and everything they stand for, but what you said about The Defiance in your story barely scratched the surface of what they’re capable of.” I pressed a hand to my forehead and took a deep breath. “If you really have the pendants, you have to give them to me. If anyone else finds out you have them, Maibe will be back on The Defiance radar and Rochelle will never be safe.”

She sighed and sat on the edge of the chair, still pushed far away from the desk. “Is this really about Rochelle? Or is this about Griff expecting a pendant and you not having one?”

“Of course it’s about Rochelle.” I never wanted to see one of those pendants again. I didn’t want to rejoin The Defiance. “A pendant means Griff will trust me, he’ll believe Rochelle is useless to The Defiance, and I’ll be able to fulfill my mission.”

“What mission?” Lareina slid her chair forward. I had said too much and she knew it.

“Do you promise not to tell Rochelle?” When she nodded, I explained my agreement with Audrie to work undercover for the TCI. My second chance to stop The Defiance.

Lareina shook her head. “Rochelle knows you’re part of The Defiance and she doesn’t care, but you’re afraid to tell her you’re working for her aunt?”

“Not because I think she’ll be mad.” I stumbled through an explanation of trying to protect Rochelle by keeping her out of the loop and therefore clear of the danger. “The truth is, I never would have taken Rochelle’s pendant for Griff because giving it to Audrie was the only way to get her out of the Aumonts’ lives. Now that she got what she wanted, she hasn’t called. Now Rochelle, Kat, and Kinley can all stay together like they’re supposed to.”

Lareina nodded. “Your intentions are in the right place, but it’s a mistake to lie to Rochelle about this.”

“You’re going to give me advice about lying to people?” I coughed and a searing pain tore through my shoulder. “Maybe you knew Rochelle a long time ago, but I’ve been here for the past year. You can’t just show up and—”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to take my advice, but I intend to keep investigating.” She sighed. “And then I’ll decide the right thing to do with the pendants.”

“So you still have them?” I could barely breathe.

Taking two steps back, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the two pendants she’d described in her narrative. “I’ll be sure to hide them where no one will look for them until I’ve reached that conclusion.”

I looked at the pendants, feeling the usual dread and knowing I had made a mistake by pushing Lareina away when she possessed something that I needed to help everyone I cared about. Maybe I could start over and convince her to let me protect the people she considered her family as much as I considered them mine.

“Why?” The question burst out of me. “When the pendant brought you nothing but trouble, why did you try so hard to hold onto it? Now that there’s no one after you, why are you still investigating?”

“Because it feels important.” She fidgeted with the homemade bracelet given to her by a child at the home for children. “For my whole life I always felt unimportant, invisible, so I guess I just wanted to do something good. One meaningful thing before my time is up.”

“This isn’t your battle.” I nodded toward the bracelet. “I think what you’re doing at the home for children is far more meaningful than anything involving the pendants.”

Lareina smiled. “Time will tell.”

“I mean it. They’re lucky to have you.” The three months I’d stayed at a home for children were more miserable than all of my time on the street. The only way the next generation would have a better future would be for us to face the people and places that hurt us and fix what we knew was broken. Exactly why I had to help stop The Defiance.

“Thank you.” Lareina tucked the binder under her arm and slid the pendants back into her pocket. “But I’m not giving you either of the pendants.”

“Because you don’t trust me?”

“Don’t take it personally. I don’t trust anyone. But I won’t tell Rochelle anything she doesn’t already know. Give me some time to think about this and then we can talk more.”

Knowing I’d lost for now, I walked Lareina to the door, then returned to the library and sank into an armchair. For half an hour I stared out the window, trying to decide what to do. If I could get Lareina on my side, I could have the upper hand in every scenario. Audrie didn’t have a reason to suspect more pendants in Maibe. Griff expected a pendant but not a specific one. The second one could be hidden forever so neither the TCI nor The Defiance could win. But could I convince Lareina to hand one over? Was it right to give even one more pendant to Griff? Was it wrong to hide the other and deprive the world of a promising vaccine?

Footsteps approached the doorway, and Rochelle trudged in and flopped down on the couch.

“Rough day?” I asked.

She lifted her head, face rosy from the cold and hair tangled from the wind. “More like a roller coaster. I talked Max into visiting Todd and now we’re all friends again. Then I took Max to see Alexander, and he assured him he doesn’t think he’s a danger to the rest of us, but then he lectured us about asking for help when we’re in over our heads.”

I was surprised Rochelle hadn’t brought Max home with her to mend our friendship. He hadn’t visited since our argument and hadn’t even called to ask my advice on the time machine. Maybe I had underestimated how mad he was about my possible departure from Maibe. When I didn’t say anything, she sat up and pulled her knees under her chin. “I tried to call Audrie twice this morning, but she wouldn’t answer.”

“The pendant is gone.” I walked to the couch and sank down next to her. “Maybe you just don’t need her in your life anymore. Nothing happens by chance, right?”

“But I kind of do need her right now. Kinley is worried about where I’ll be the safest, and even though she doesn’t want me to go, I think that’s with Audrie. The school she wants me to go to sounds really neat, and she said I can help her figure out what my dad knew about the pendants. I just need to know there’s a plan so I can prepare and say goodbye to everyone . . .” She choked on her words and closed her eyes. “I can’t handle it if Molly shows up and hurts my family.”

“You leaving won’t stop Molly.” I rested the right side of my body against the back cushion, keeping my left shoulder slightly forward. “And I don’t think you should go with Audrie.”

“The only way to stop Molly is with Audrie’s help. Leaving Kinley and Kat is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s only temporary.”

“If you’re going to leave at all, don’t you think it would be better for you to go to Omaha with Kat? So she won’t be alone?” Kinley had pulled me aside over the weekend and told me about her plan. The older couple she knew lived on a farm and could easily keep me hidden. She also told me Kat would be going to Omaha, and she wanted to send Rochelle there too, but Audrie would likely complicate that. Then she hugged me and told me not to worry because nothing would change until after Christmas.

“If Molly found me, then Kat would be right there.” Rochelle turned to me. “I’m scared for them, Keppler. I got us into this, and I have to do whatever it takes to fix all of it.”

I nodded, understanding exactly how she felt going somewhere she didn’t want to go for the good of her family. I would miss her, my life in Maibe, and the family I had for the best year of my life. But part of the reason I had to leave was so the rest of my family could stay together. “Aumont, promise me you won’t go with Audrie unless you absolutely have to, and if you do, that you’ll come home as soon as you can. Don’t let her guilt you into staying, or bribe you to finish school in New York.”

“Nothing will keep me away from Maibe. We’ll both be right back here in a few months. We’re a family and Audrie can’t change that.”

But Griff could. Despite everyone’s reassurances, I knew if I left Maibe—especially without a pendant—I wouldn’t be back. Sooner or later, Griff would catch on to why I had really returned, and I wouldn’t be lucky enough to escape a second time.

“Don’t look so worried.” Rochelle stood and stretched. “For now, everything is okay. Just don’t tell Kat about any of this so we don’t ruin the holidays. We’ll make every minute count. But you should talk to Max soon. He’s worried about you and what will happen to you in your worst-case-scenario plan.”

I nodded, but I didn’t know what I would say to Max or how I could prevent him from worrying about me when I couldn’t stop worrying myself.




CHAPTER 24

ROCHELLE

December 19, 2090

I woke up tucked under a warm blanket on the couch, unable to remember how I got there. Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes and stared at my math book and literature notes scattered across the coffee table. Disoriented, I turned to the bay window where snowflakes fell from a still light sky. I had been working on homework with Todd and Max but couldn’t remember them leaving or when I had fallen asleep.

Still groggy, I slid my blanket aside, and as I sat up, felt the folded note in the back pocket of my jeans. Earlier in the afternoon, I had been across the street with Lareina. Over the past week, she had been teaching me how to open padlocks with paper clips, slide objects out of pockets without being noticed, and generally escape dangerous situations. I met her at Kinley’s old house, and we worked in the kitchen while Aaron slept on the couch in the next room. We wrapped up the lesson before Nick came home.

Today as I left, she had handed me a note and said, “Read this when you have a minute. If you agree, call me.” I was already running late to study with Todd and Max, so I had shoved the note into my pocket and rushed back to my house. Now, I unfolded the note and held it close to my face in the dim light.



Rochelle—

I’ve been thinking about everything you told me about Molly, her dad, and the pendant. I’m sure she left out plenty of information. As you know, I’ve been looking into the connection between the research group and the TCI. I don’t have any solid information, but Molly’s house could contain the lead I’m looking for. She couldn’t take everything with her, and everyone leaves something behind whether they mean to or not.

I’m planning to do a little looking around the day after tomorrow. You know Molly better than anyone, so I would love to take you along and get your insight into where we should search and whether anything seems out of place. You don’t have to do this, but you’re my friend and I didn’t want to keep it from you. Call me at the home for children. I’ll be awake all night.

—Lareina



Refolding the note, I stood and slid it back into my pocket. It felt wrong to break into Molly’s house, but if I could find something there that would help me stop her or indicate what I should do next, then it would be worth it. Resolved to call her later, I stumbled toward the kitchen.

“My dad has some pretty demanding construction jobs lined up for this summer.” Todd’s voice drifted on the air with the aroma of bread baking and vanilla. “So I’ll have to be healed up by then. Hopefully sooner.”

“Just keep getting plenty of rest.” I imagined my sister stirring something on the stove as she spoke. “That’s the good thing about being hurt during the winter. There’s nothing better to do than lie on the couch with a warm blanket.”

For a minute I lingered in the dining room, enjoying the comfortable normalcy of Kat and Todd having a conversation in the warm kitchen. Although I tried to push it away, the anxiety crept in of Kat living far away in Omaha, Keppler hidden on a farm I’d never visited, and me at a boarding school a thousand miles away from everyone I loved.

Taking a deep breath to clear my head, I continued into the kitchen.

“Hey, Shelley. How was your nap?” Todd pulled out a chair next to his.

“Good, I think.” I slid in next to him. “How long was I asleep?”

“Almost two hours. You kept telling me you weren’t tired, but you fell asleep halfway through the math assignment.”

Kat laughed and turned from what she was mixing at the counter. “Imagine Rochelle sleeping through a math lesson. Just don’t do that while Kinley’s teaching.”

Grinning, I let my head slide onto Todd’s shoulder. It was such a relief to have him home and see him healed enough to get back to his less strenuous activities. “I guess I need to drink more coffee.” “You need to get more sleep.” Todd’s cheek pressed against the top of my head.

“I second that.” Kat wiped her flour-covered hands on a towel. “You’re up when I go to bed and you’re already awake when I get up in the morning. Do you even sleep anymore?”

I had been putting in time studying, finishing the gifts I had been sewing for my family, and doing extra chores so Kinley had less to worry about. Deep down, I knew I was distracting myself from thinking about saying goodbye to the only life I had ever known.

“I get all the sleep I need. Where’s Max?” I sat up. “And Keppler?” They hadn’t spoken in days, and I had hoped to get them in the same room while Max was over, but Keppler had been resting downstairs and Max hadn’t even asked where he was.

“Max had to go babysit his cousins.” Kat picked up a steaming pot, and poured water and noodles into the strainer in the sink. “Alexander came to get Charlie for his follow-up doctor appointment after Max left. So no, they didn’t talk to each other.”

“Let’s get back to the original subject though.” Todd’s voice was gentle but his eyes studied me intensely. “Rochelle, I’m worried about you. For the past week, you’ve barely been able to keep your eyes open, and I never see you eat anything.”

“That’s an exaggeration.” I laughed, trying to brush the conversation aside. “You know Kinley would never let me get by with that.” The truth was, Kinley was so distracted she was barely taking care of herself, let alone noticing what I was doing.

“I mean it, Rochelle.” Todd’s voice dropped to the most scolding tone he was capable of. “You need to take care of yourself or you’ll get sick.”

“I need to take care of myself?” The wave of frustration couldn’t be stopped. “You’re the one who disappeared for six months. You almost died. Which one of us doesn’t know how to take care of ourselves?”

Todd’s shoulders slumped but he didn’t take his eyes off me. “At least I’ve learned my lesson. You make the same mistakes over and over.”

“Hey. Hey. Guys.” Kat crossed the kitchen and stood across the table from us. “Don’t do that. You’re best friends. Plus, I hear enough fighting from Kinley and Alexander.”

“The last thing I want is to fight with Rochelle.” Todd spoke to Kat instead of me. “I’m just worried she’s pushing herself too hard. I don’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

Kat nodded and looked at me. “I know how you feel. But we both know she can be pretty stubborn.”

Todd shook his head. “She just gets so busy taking care of everyone else, she forgets to take care of herself.” After saying such rotten things to him, he still wouldn’t fight back.

“I’m sorry, Todd. I didn’t mean any of that. I’m just really tired.”

“It’s okay.” He brushed tears from my face before I even realized they were there. “You’ll get some rest tonight, and tomorrow will be better.”

I forced a smile and nodded, wishing I could believe that promise the way I had as a child, and wishing Todd didn’t look so hurt. “You’re right. I’ll be rested, and I’ll help you with your literature paper. I promise.” Any thought of telling him about my plans with Lareina vanished; it would only make him worry.

Todd smiled, dimples and all. “Good. Because I’m really struggling.”

“There. That’s more like it.” Kat hugged me with one arm and tousled Todd’s hair with her free hand.

Todd pulled away from her and patted his hand over his hair, but it still stuck up like he’d been the one sleeping. “I really need a haircut.”

“Or a comb and some gel.” Kat parted it to one side and held it down. “We could make that work. Start a new trend.”

“Very funny.” He ducked away from her hand and shook his head. “I’ll ask Emma to cut it. Then I’ll be back to normal.” He grimaced at his cast. “Well, almost.”

“You look great either way.” I wanted to say something to make him feel better, to shatter the wedge I felt myself driving between us, but before I could, the door creaked open and voices entered the laundry room.

“Finally.” Kat rushed over to the door and pushed it open for Keppler, Alexander, and Kinley. “What took so long? Did something go wrong?”

“Everything is fine.” Kinley placed her hands on Kat’s shoulders and guided her deeper into the room. “We had a lot of last-minute appointments, so Charlie was in the waiting room for a while.”

Alexander pulled the door shut, sealing in the kitchen’s warmth. “We were in the waiting room all but the twenty minutes it took Dr. Brooks to tell us Charlie is healing right on schedule.” He pressed a hand to the back of his neck as he often did when worried. “He’ll be good as new in no time.”

“Not that fast.” Keppler looked at Alexander and shrugged. “I’ll still be in the sling for another four to five weeks.” He sounded relieved, unlike Todd, who wanted to be back to loading lumber and shingling roofs.

“I’m glad we have everyone on the road to recovery.” Kinley walked around the table and tousled Todd’s hair just like Kat had done. “How’s my other favorite patient doing?”

“A lot better.” Todd blushed from all of the attention. “My ribs still hurt a little.”

“That’ll fade in time.” Kinley offered her hands and helped Todd to his feet. “Why don’t you go and lie down for a little while. I want some time to catch up with Emma when she stops by to pick you up.” She nodded toward Keppler. “Charlie, you should go in and sit down too. I know doctor appointments can be exhausting.”

The boys obediently went to the next room, and Kinley’s hands rested comfortingly on my shoulders. “Alexander, does Charlie have a reason for wanting to stay in his sling? You both seemed a little disappointed with the news.”

“Of course not.” He looked everywhere but at my cousin’s eyes. “We just decided to be realistic. You know, so we wouldn’t set him up for disappointment.”

“Are you sure that’s all? Because the way you two were talking—”

“I’m sure, Kinley.” He sighed, recognizing his abrupt tone. “Sorry. It’s just been a long day.”

“Okay.” Kinley nodded. “Maybe you should take a break and stay for dinner.”

“Are you sure?” He looked down at his socks.

“We have plenty. Right, Kat?”

“I’m always ready for company.” Kat returned to the stove. “Dinner will be ready in less than thirty minutes.”

Alexander nodded. “I’ll check in on Charlie and Todd.” He smiled and left the room. He’d been checking in on Keppler at least twice a day since we’d come home from Kansas. He always seemed relieved to see him, as if he expected to find that he’d vanished.

Kat shook her head. “Boys are weird. All of them.”

Kinley laughed and sat down next to me. “Just keep thinking that, and my life will be so much easier.” She wrapped her arm around me. “Speaking of dinner, I haven’t seen you clear your plate all week. Is everything okay?”

I had been trying to keep my word and talk to Kinley about everything on my mind. She knew I was worried about Kat’s reaction to her plan, I’d told her about Lareina teaching me to defend myself and pick locks, and I’d even confessed how upset I was that Audrie wouldn’t take my calls. The note in my pocket was something I would have to hold back. My cousin was making a real attempt to see things from my point of view, but breaking into the house Molly’s sister owned would be something I couldn’t make her understand.

“I think I hurt Todd’s feelings just now, and I feel bad.”

Kinley’s hand gently rested on my back. “I’m sure it’s nothing you two can’t work out. We’re all under a lot of pressure right now, dealing with some tough stuff, but everything will be okay.” I felt like she was talking to herself more than me. “I’ll go change, and then the three of us can finish getting dinner ready. We don’t spend nearly enough time together.”

Kat looked at me, and then at Kinley’s retreating back, with her hands on her hips. “What’s with everyone today? Is there something I don’t know?”

I wanted to tell her every minute we spent together was precious. I wanted to spill all of my secrets, but I knew it would spoil the time we had left. Instead, I shrugged and lowered my head to the table.




CHAPTER 25

CHARLIE

December 20, 2090

“The middle school is set to open for seventh and eighth graders in January.” Rochelle sat at the conference room table between Todd and me, delivering her report to the council so smoothly I couldn’t believe she had missed a month of meetings. “The building is ready, we have teachers hired, and there are sixty students registered in total. Going forward, we’ll add a ninth grade in August and a tenth grade the following August until we have a fully functioning high school.”

I jotted down the details, adding Rochelle’s report to my notes from the information Trevor and Neil had already provided.

“Excellent.” Alexander wrote something in his binder and looked up. “Does anyone have questions or problems we need to address on education?”

“I’m pretty sure Rochelle covered everything.” Neil leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Very impressive, by the way. I motion we continue.”

“I second that.” Trevor sat across the table from us between Neil and Kiara, who had both made notes in their own binders. As chaotic as the early meetings had been, it always astonished me how civil and organized they had become.

In my peripheral vision, I watched Emma a few chairs down from me. Todd had wanted to resume his council duties, Emma thought he wasn’t ready, and their compromise had been her attending with him.

Kiara flipped forward a page in her binder. “None of you will be surprised to hear that the winter festival was an absolute success. Currently, I’m working on a spring event in March or April. Details to come in January.”

Despite missing several meetings myself, I had continued to write my reports with help from the notes Kiara had taken during my absence. My stomach twisted every time I thought about the notes under my pen as the last ones I would take for a council article. It was the final meeting until the new year, and I would be far away from Maibe by the time they reconvened.

“Todd, I know you’ve been putting together a report on security.” Alexander turned to the back of his binder. “What do you have for us?”

“Well, thanks to Max and Charlie, we have a functioning surveillance system at the train station.” He cleared his throat. “There are four cameras currently up and running, and Max and I will install two more as soon as I can climb a ladder.” He looked down at the single sheet of paper in front of him. “That’s all I have for now, but I’ll put together a real report for the next meeting.”

“That was fine.” Trevor shrugged. “Much more detailed than Neil’s famous five-second report.”

Neil laughed. “When everything’s working, there’s nothing to report. It’s good to have you back, Todd.”

“It’s good to have everyone back.” Kiara closed her binder. “I’m glad we could end the year on a happy note.”

No one had mentioned Molly or her empty seat. There had been plenty of rumors circulating around town since Rochelle’s brief disappearance, and I was sure the others knew about Rochelle’s kidnapping, Todd’s homecoming, and Molly’s criminal activities. Alexander had probably cleared up any discrepancies and directed them to avoid questions or comments about our experiences.

“That takes care of our council business for this year. I look forward to working with all of you in the new year.” As Alexander gave his closing, I wondered if he had talked to Rochelle about her possible absence from the council if she moved away with Audrie. Everyone in the Aumont house acted as if the week we had left in December would stretch on forever. I felt the end rushing toward us like a fist I couldn’t dodge. “Meeting adjourned. Everyone have a great holiday break.”

The attentive hush broke into the usual end-of-meeting chatter, with everyone gathering around Todd and Rochelle. I ignored the conversations, adding a few clarifications to my notes as I reread them.

“Hey, Charlie.” The empty chair next to me pulled away from the table, and Kiara sat down. “After filling in for you, I’ve realized you have a tough job. We all appreciate everything you do to keep the community up to date with our meetings and events.”

“No problem. I actually look forward to these meetings.” It was the truth. At first, I thought Alexander had made a big mistake by recruiting a bunch of teenagers to the town council, but that risk had paid off.

Kiara nodded toward my sling. “I heard about what happened.” Kinley’s cover story about me running away to find my family had made its rounds through Maibe too. “Don’t ever feel like you have to leave. We all want to keep you here.”

“Thanks. I’d like nothing more than to stay.”

“Good.” Kiara squeezed my arm and stood. “Merry Christmas, Charlie.”

“Merry Christmas.” I closed my notebook and watched Kiara leave with Trevor. To my left, Rochelle and Todd talked together, and Emma had wandered over to join them.

“Charlie, Rochelle, get your coats.” Alexander stood at the head of the table, stacking his binders and notes. “I have a broken washing machine that I have to take to Max before I drop you two off at home. He thinks it holds the key to time travel.”

“I’ll go with you.” Todd turned to face his sister. “Please? If you hadn’t come to the meeting, I would have been riding with Alexander anyway.”

“Not this time, Todd.” She pulled her coat over her arms. “It’s been a long day; you should get some rest.”

“All I ever do is rest.” Todd slid his chair back and stood, chin set in defiance. “I’m tired of you deciding when I’m well enough to do something. I know when I’m tired, and I’m not.”

Emma took a step back. “I’m just trying to help you.”

“I don’t need your help.” Todd shoved his chair under the table and left the room.

Leaving her coat behind, Rochelle hurried after him.

“I’ll talk to him, Emma.” Alexander walked around the table and gave her a one-armed hug. “He can come with me. I won’t let him lift anything and I’ll bring him right home. Is that okay?”

She nodded and rested her forehead against Alexander’s shoulder. “He’s been struggling since he got home. He gets frustrated so easily, and he’s been more withdrawn this week. I don’t know how to help him.”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” Alexander collected Todd’s and Rochelle’s coats from the back of their chairs. “Charlie, are you ready?”

“Can I wait for you here? I’m having a disagreement with Max.” He hadn’t stopped by since I’d revealed my worst-case-scenario plan, and I had told myself I was too busy writing Lareina’s story and too tired from my injury to defuse the situation.

“I can take Charlie home.” Emma sank into the chair beside me.

Alexander studied me, eyebrows raised, then shook his head. “Okay. You guys can leave the lights on; I’ll be coming back.” He met my eyes and tipped his head toward Emma.

I nodded, understanding he wanted me to take care of her.

“Todd isn’t upset with you,” I said when the jingle of the bell on the front door indicated the others had left. “He’s just trying to adjust to all of the changes. It’s hard feeling like everything’s out of your control.”

She turned to me, hazel eyes dull with worry. “That’s very perceptive. Are you feeling that way too?” In addition to those who had been there the day I arrived home from Orville, Emma and Todd knew the truth about me.

“A little, I guess. I deserve worse though.” The walls I put up to hide my feelings always crumbled around Emma.

She tilted her head to the side. “Why do you think that?”

“Because I failed to protect my own sister. When I ran away from the home for children, I could have gone back. I could have tried to find her, but I took the easy way out and joined The Defiance. That was selfish.” I had been considering what would be the selfless thing to do since Lareina revealed her pendants. Would it be selfish to give Griff a pendant if it gave me the leverage I needed to protect my family and maybe even the world? Was it wrong to help The Defiance hurt people if I sabotaged their ability to take control of the country? Was it even worth wasting the energy to think about when Lareina hadn’t contacted me?

“I’m so sorry about what happened to your sister, but that’s not your fault.” She slid her chair over so we sat shoulder to shoulder. “I’m so proud of you for stepping up and taking care of her when you were too young to even be taking care of yourself. But you’re not the one who left her behind, and you didn’t know where to find her.”

“I should have at least tried.” She knew about Kinley’s plan to hide me, and as much as I wanted to ask her what I should do about Lareina and the pendants, I refrained from spilling any more secrets. “Have you ever had to make a decision and neither choice was a good one?”

Emma thought for a minute. “When my mom left, I was eleven, and at first we thought she would come back, so I was trying to fill in with laundry, cleaning, cooking, and taking care of Todd and Lily.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “After she had been away for a month, my dad saw that I was overwhelmed. He told me I was doing a good job, but if it was too much, he could send Todd and Lily to live with his parents in Oregon. They had agreed to raise them.”

It was impossible to imagine Emma considering that for even a second. “I already know you decided to keep them.”

“Not at first. I almost gave them up.” She took a sharp breath. “Alexander and Kinley wouldn’t tell me what to do, but they helped me make a pros and cons list, and when I looked at the situation on paper, my life was a lot easier without them, and their lives were better with the stability I figured they would have with Dad’s parents, although I had never met them.”

I nodded along with her, remembering having similar feelings concerning Isabelle. “What changed your mind?”

Emma smiled. “I loved them too much, and I couldn’t imagine my life without them. Once I realized that, a few more responsibilities and chores didn’t seem like such a big sacrifice.”

“And it was the right decision?”

“Absolutely. It’s been a bumpy ride, but I’ve never regretted it.” She patted my arm. “I know you’re feeling like things are out of your control right now, but everything will work out. Someday, you’re going to be the greatest journalist of our time and report the stories that change lives and make the world a better place.”

Imagining myself in her future made me smile. “I wish that could be real.”

“You’re the one who gets to decide. I’m going to help Todd find some introductory college classes in construction or drawing. I’ll find a journalism class for you.”

I blinked my burning eyes. It was the closest I’d come to crying in front of someone since the day I’d come home. Isabelle had been the one with a future, not me. “I don’t want to leave Maibe.”

“And none of us want you to go.” Emma gently squeezed my hand.

She didn’t know about the deal I’d made with Audrie, and I couldn’t explain the responsibility I felt to prevent Griff from hurting the people I cared about. Running and hiding were no longer options. Even though I felt sick every time I thought about it, rejoining The Defiance was my only choice.

“This is the kind of day that calls for ice cream.” Emma stood and picked up my coat. “We’ll stop at the diner on the way home. Ice cream makes everything better.”

I laughed because she said it with such conviction. “It can’t hurt.” Trying to forget about my problems, I slid one arm into my coat and she draped the other side over my injured shoulder. “Todd is going to be okay. He just needs some time.”

Emma handed me my notebook and wrapped her arm around me. “You’ll be okay too. I’m glad we got to talk.”

I was glad too. Maybe I couldn’t tell Emma everything, but she had given me the insight into decision-making I had been looking for. First, I would enjoy my ice cream, and then I would call Max and set up a meeting. If I told him everything I had to hide from everyone else and pitched it as an undercover secret mission, he would keep it to himself. I needed someone to help me evaluate my situation, figure out what to do about the information Lareina had revealed, and make the right choice for my family.




CHAPTER 26

ROCHELLE

December 21, 2090

I jiggled the paper clip in my hand and slowly twisted it until I felt the familiar click Lareina had taught me to wait for. “Got it!” My free hand flew to the knob, and the back door of Molly’s house creaked open.

“Perfect.” Lareina helped me to my feet. “You’re getting really good at that.” She blinked away the giant snowflakes that coated her eyelashes.

“All thanks to you.” My attention was drawn to the doorway I’d so often run through with Molly on our way inside for a snack after playing in the backyard.

“We’d better get inside.” Lareina glanced around the snow-covered yard, then took a backward step toward the door. She’d insisted we inch along the side of the house to leave as few footprints as possible. “Nick gets off work in forty-five minutes, and it’s better if he doesn’t know about this.” She had told me how much Nick disapproved of her breaking into houses and stealing even though it had been essential to their survival. Without Aaron to mediate, she didn’t think her friendship with Nick would have lasted.

I nodded. I had promised Todd I would be at his house that afternoon, and the sooner we found what we were looking for, the less late I would be. Taking a deep breath of cold air to fight off any more memories, I followed Lareina inside.

“No lights.” She stopped my hand before it reached the light switch. “We don’t want anyone to get suspicious.”

“Right.” The house didn’t feel much warmer than outside, and I wondered if Molly’s sister had had the utilities turned off. I wasn’t sure how much she knew about Molly’s latest antics, but she hadn’t returned to Maibe to deal with it in person.

A gust of wind slammed the door and Lareina jumped. Gripping my arm, she spun around, hand to her chest.

“It’s okay. Just the wind.” I twisted away from her iron grip on my arm. “Where should we start?” I thought I would feel uneasy breaking into a house, but Molly’s house had been my second home for most of my childhood, and I felt surprisingly comfortable there.

“We’re looking for any kind of documentation connected to the research, the pendants, or the TCI.”

“Molly’s dad would probably have kept that stuff in his office.” I led Lareina through the kitchen and dining room and took a right into the last room before the front staircase. It was as I remembered it, complete with bookcases, file cabinets, and a desk.

A shelf of framed pictures caught my eye, and I walked closer to examine them in the dull light from the window. Photos of Eric Bennett and his family stretched back through the years. The one on the end featured my dad and Eric, grinning, in caps and gowns at their high school graduation. They had been best friends, inseparable for their entire lives until the power that came with the pendants corrupted Molly’s dad as it had done to her.

After my dad’s funeral, he had sat with me for fifteen minutes. He’d offered his condolences, told me my dad was a great guy, and promised—despite never being able to fill my dad’s shoes—to stand in for him in any way he could. I had been so overwhelmed by my loss, I never thought to question his sincerity.

“Rochelle. Are you okay?” Lareina stood next to me, although I hadn’t heard her approach.

“There are just a lot of memories here.” I took a step back and turned away from the framed photographs. “How about you look around down here, and I’ll check upstairs.”

“Are you sure?” She whispered as if we weren’t alone. “I can come with you.”

“We don’t have much time.” I wanted to find the lead she believed existed and get to Todd. “It’ll be faster if we split up.”

Before I could change my mind, I left the room and took the front staircase, two steps at a time, until I stood in the shadowy hallway upstairs. I wandered through bedrooms, opening closets and drawers to find them empty or filled with clothes as expected. By the time I reached Molly’s room, I had convinced myself that the girl who had once been my best friend was too smart, organized, and meticulous to leave anything behind she didn’t want to be found.

Molly’s room was as I remembered it, down to the pastel-purple color scheme. The trunk of dress-up clothes that had once been at the foot of her bed was gone, as was the dollhouse that had sat in the corner. Ignoring the wave of memories, I focused all of my attention on searching the closet, dresser drawers, and under the bed. After finding only clothes, socks, and extra blankets, I sat down on the bed and tried to identify anything I had missed.

A photo album on the nightstand caught my attention. I picked it up and flipped through pictures of Molly and me in our soccer uniforms, on the swings at the park, and eating pizza at my kitchen table. Pages and pages of a life that felt like a hundred years ago.

Could everything have been different if we hadn’t drifted apart? If Molly and I had remained friends, would I have been successful at talking her out of joining The Defiance? Chest aching with guilt for letting my oldest friend make all of the wrong choices, I closed the album and a folded piece of paper slid onto the comforter. Curious, I picked it up and smoothed it open.


Rochelle—

You’re the last person in this world I would ever want to hurt, but you’re making everything so hard. Remember when you used to trust me over everyone else? Now I can’t even get you to consider my perspective. I miss all of the years when we were best friends. Back then, neither of us would have believed I’d consider joining a group like The Defiance. But the world has changed so much from what we thought it would be, and The Defiance is my only chance to have a future.

I’m sorry about the mistakes my dad made. I’m sorry if I’ve been too forceful about your pendant. I’m sorry I pushed you away when we were kids. You were the only real friend I ever had, and more like my sister than the one I have. I don’t want to do this alone. I need your help.



I read the letter over and over until tears blurred my vision. The last time I had spoken to Molly, before she left Maibe, I’d felt uneasy about her feelings toward The Defiance, but I thought she was going to visit her sister. I’d left her to walk home alone while I went to dinner with Max and Keppler. She needed me and I had abandoned her.

Had she written this letter that night? Had she intended to give it to me?

“Rochelle.” Lareina’s voice shattered the silence around me and I jumped. “What’s wrong?”

I held out the note. She sat down next to me and read it.

“She says you’re the last person she’d want to hurt,” she scoffed. “I saw what she did to you.”

“That’s because I let her down.” I rubbed drying tears off my face. “I’m letting everyone down. It’s my fault that Kat and Kinley are so stressed and Audrie won’t take my calls.” I sniffled. “And Keppler . . .” Remembering who I was talking to, I stopped abruptly.

“It’s okay.” She folded the letter. “He told me about being in The Defiance and knowing about the pendants.”

“He did?” After the months he’d spent hiding his past from Max and me, and hiding the truth from everyone else for almost a year, it seemed out of character that he’d tell Lareina.

“He’s helping me write my story. When we got to the part about Ava, it all just came up.”

She had told me about Nick’s friend, Ava Welch, and I recognized the last name from Eric Bennett’s research team. I had a vague impression that she and Nick were sure the TCI had been responsible for murdering the whole family. But, as with every conversation I had with Lareina, I felt she was holding something back.

“Did he tell you the part about me having my dad’s pendant and giving it up to my aunt who won’t talk to me anymore?” It wasn’t a confession I’d planned to make to Lareina, but in the dim light of that lonely room where shadows of the past threatened to swallow me, she felt like the only tether I had to the present.

Lareina nodded. “And you’re sure your aunt isn’t the one who got your dad involved in all of this?”

“She told me she had asked him to keep his eyes open for anything suspicious surrounding Eric Bennett and his research, but Dad kept insisting his best friend wasn’t involved in anything shady. It wasn’t until a month before he died that he brought up the pendant, and he had been sick for a while, so she thought he was confused.” I shook my head and looked down at my hands.

“And you believe her?” Lareina twisted her hair and dropped it behind her shoulder. “How do you know she isn’t lying to you? That she didn’t hurt your dad to get the pendant?”

It was a valid question, but one I had evidence to disprove. “Because Eric Bennett was a pharmacist and visited my dad all the time, the TCI didn’t show up to search until Dad was gone, and before she left, Molly put something in my tea that caused the same symptoms my dad experienced.”

“I’m sorry.” She scooted closer and wrapped one arm around me. “I was so sure the TCI were the villains. I wanted it to be simple. Case closed. But this whole thing is a lot more complicated than that. Isn’t it?”

I nodded but my eyes drifted back to the closed photo album. “There aren’t exactly villains in this story. Just a bunch of people trying to get to the pendants before someone else does. They all want to shape the world into their own vision of better. I’m not sure who’s right or wrong, but I’ve chosen to believe Audrie has the right intentions.”

Lareina sighed. “You made the best choice you could with the information you had. If I’ve learned anything from my investigation, it’s that people who hold on to those pendants get hurt.”

“When I first found out about all of this, I wanted to find the vaccine and save the world.” I cleared my throat. “But now that The Defiance could show up for Keppler any day, I wish I had made him take it.”

“You would let him give it to The Defiance?” She gripped my shoulders and turned me toward her. “Why would you do that?”

“Because, whatever choices my dad made, he intended to do the right thing. To do something good.” Sniffling, I thought about the mess of pendants—some with The Defiance, mine with the TCI, some of them still unfound. “No one will ever put them all together to get at any of the research. The only good thing I could have done with it was use it to save my friend from the worst life I promised he’d never have to go back to.” I took a deep breath. “Now it’ll just sit in some TCI vault.”

We sat in silence for a minute before Lareina spoke. “There’s nothing in this house about the TCI, pendants, or secret research. Let’s get out of here.” A soft creaking from the bottom of the stairs made her jump. Her eyes went wide.

I put a hand on her arm and was about to reassure her when she clamped her own hand over my mouth.

Before we could move, another creak, an unmistakable footstep halfway up the stairs, snapped our attention to the door.

“Someone’s here.” Lareina released me and stood in a half crouch facing the door. “Get behind the dresser and get ready to run. Don’t argue.”

She picked up the lamp from the nightstand, and I squatted beside the dresser on the same wall as the door. Peeking around the side, I watched her inch toward the door with the lamp hoisted over her head as the floorboards groaned out in the hallway.

“Is anyone up here?” The voice registered as familiar, but I didn’t have time to place it before Lareina swung the lamp, just missing Nick, who ducked in time to avoid the improvised weapon.

“Whoa, it’s me.” He stumbled backward and sat on the floor with his hands shielding his face. “It’s Nick.”

“Nick?” Lowering the lamp, she observed her friend with wild eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Aaron heard you talking about coming here. He was worried because you hadn’t come back yet.” He pushed himself to his feet and folded his arms in front of him.

“We’ve only been gone for twenty minutes.” I stepped out from behind the dresser.

Nick glanced at me, then turned his attention back to Lareina, eyes narrow. “I thought you were done with breaking into houses. And now you’re dragging Rochelle into this.”

“We’re trying to find answers.” Her voice rose in frustration. “You want answers too, remember? You want to know what happened to Ava and why.” I didn’t know how much Nick knew about my family’s connection to the pendant, so I let Lareina do the talking.

He dropped his arms to his sides. “I know enough. She’s gone, and I don’t want the same thing to happen to you.”

“We have a responsibility.” Lareina looked down at her shoes. “I can’t just do nothing.”

“This is something that you, Aaron, and I need to decide together.” He sighed and his expression softened. “Can you go into work a little late tonight so we can figure this out once and for all?” “Wait. What time is it?” We had been at Molly’s longer than I realized.

“Four thirty.” Nick turned to me. “Todd was walking to your house when I was on my way here.”

“He was walking?” Todd got exhausted just moving from room to room. He wasn’t supposed to walk a block in the snow. “I have to go.”

“We’ll walk with you.” Lareina caught my arm as I rushed to the door. “Remember, it’s not safe for you to be out there alone.”

On Nick’s insistence, we returned the lamp and album to the nightstand. I shoved Molly’s letter into my pocket.

“There. Everything is just as we left it,” Lareina assured Nick as he stepped aside so we could pass into the hall.

“Good.” He followed us down the stairs. “Now we just have to lock the door and hope the snow covers the tracks I followed around the house. Then we can put all of this behind us.”

I hoped Lareina would listen to him and drop her investigation. She could put her experience with the pendants, whatever it was, behind her, but I was stuck right in the middle.




CHAPTER 27

CHARLIE

December 21, 2090

“Give me just a minute to make sure I have all of this straight.” Max sat in the armchair across the coffee table from me. “Audrie wants to make you a spy, which Alexander knows about but Kinley doesn’t. Lareina has two more pendants. And you think you should rejoin The Defiance so you can sabotage Griff’s plans and keep Molly away from here?”

I nodded. Max had rushed over after I called him and listened attentively to all I had to say without interrupting.

“Keppler, all of this is insane.” He spoke in a hushed voice and glanced back at the closed French doors. We were both aware that Kat was just a room away. “You’re really not going to tell Rochelle?”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about. I’m worried Rochelle would do something dangerous, which is why I want to keep her out of it. She always wants to do the right thing even if it gets her kidnapped or killed.” I shifted my weight to relieve the pressure on my shoulder. “Is it selfish for me to lie to her if I’m trying to protect her?”

“Usually I’d say yes, but considering everything that’s happened, I think it’s the right thing to do.” Max stood. “The real question is, what are you going to do about the two pendants?”

“Griff is expecting me to bring him Auggie Aumont’s pendant. I could tell him the TCI has it, but he would probably kill me for letting that happen. I could tell him we never found it, but then he might come here looking for it. If I gave him a pendant, it would prove my loyalty. But I can’t do that without Lareina’s help, and she hasn’t returned my calls.”

“Maybe you should just let Kinley hide you, and then you wouldn’t have to deal with any of it.”

“Where does that leave the Aumonts though? If I hide, I don’t help anyone but myself. If I cooperate with Griff, I can keep him away from Maibe, and Molly away from Rochelle.”

Max walked to the window and looked out at the heavy snowflakes. “If you’re going to rejoin The Defiance, you have to take a pendant. That way Griff won’t be suspicious of your motives, you’ll be back in as his right-hand guy, and I’ll know you’re safe.”

It was the same logical conclusion I had come to over and over, but how could I convince Lareina that putting another pendant into the wrong hands was the only way to protect the world from the dangerous research it could unlock? “I might be safe, but every pendant Griff gets brings him closer to unleashing a virus worse than the fever.”

“No it doesn’t.” Max turned and crossed the room. “You can give him every pendant out there as long as you always have one hidden away. He needs all of them, not most of them.”

“You don’t think it’s selfish? If I turn over one pendant, I’m not putting everyone at risk in exchange for my own security?”

“Audrie already has at least one, and Lareina will still have one. So, there’s two he’ll never touch.” Max slid onto the coffee table in front of me. “And if you don’t give him a pendant, he’s going to see it as a betrayal. Remember what happened the last time he decided you betrayed him? You can’t protect Rochelle, or anyone, if you end up dead.”

“So far we’re on the same page. What do I do about Audrie?”

Max shrugged. “Don’t tell her about the extra pendants. But work for her like you planned when Alexander signed the paper.”

“I never planned to work for her.” My voice came out too loud and I glanced at the door. “That was just insurance to keep Kinley and Alexander out of trouble in case anyone found out they were harboring a criminal.”

“You’d make a terrible criminal.” Max laughed. “Think about it this way: Working for the TCI is added insurance that you’ll have the resources and backup you need to save the world and still get out alive.”

I shook my head. “Playing both sides while I work my own agenda triples my chances of getting killed by both sides.”

Max’s usual grin drooped to a frown. “Joining The Defiance for a second time gives you a good chance of getting killed, but you’re willing to do that.”

“Because it’s time for me to stop running from my problems and do the right thing. If I’ve learned anything here, it’s that nothing happens by chance. That’s why the pendants keep finding me like I’m some kind of magnet. I’m supposed to protect the world from them. What else can I believe?”

“Now you’re starting to sound like Rochelle. But Rochelle would take my ideas into consideration.”

“She would never let either of us give a pendant to Griff. Remember why she didn’t want to turn hers over to Audrie?” I didn’t give him time to answer. “Because they’re also the key to a lifesaving vaccine.”

Max scratched his head. “I’m pretty optimistic, but even I know it’s highly unlikely we would be able to collect all of the pendants, find the research, and get it to someone trustworthy who could develop a vaccine. Even if we did, there’s no guarantee the vaccine would actually work.”

“When you put it that way, it sounds crazy.” I sank back into my chair. “But it’s what Rochelle would do, and I’m willing to do it in her place as long as she isn’t involved.”

Max sighed. “Let’s just weigh this out.” He held his hands in front of him, palms up. “You can go on a world-saving mission, but if one thing goes wrong and all of the pendants end up with Griff . . . Game over.” He dropped one hand. “But if you convince Lareina to give you one and hide the other, you save the world from a new, deadlier outbreak and we can pursue the vaccine at a later time.”

“That sounds reasonable.” I nodded. “No, that sounds like the most responsible thing to do. But how do I convince Lareina?”

He frowned. “Tell her what we just talked about. She seems rational.”

“But she doesn’t trust me and she wants to make an informed decision.” I sank back into the cushions. “She’s like Rochelle but less naïve about the dangers of the world.”

“Rochelle could probably convince her. But we can’t tell Rochelle or she’ll want to use the pendants to find the vaccine.” He dropped his arms to his sides. “This is like being in a maze and every turn just leads to a wall.”

“I’ll keep calling Lareina. If I’m really lucky, she’ll find some information that convinces her to trust my plan.”

“While you’re working on that, we should discuss how I can help you with all of this. I’ll create a code so we can stay in touch and be double agents together. I swear I’ll never tell Rochelle about any of it.” Max spoke so quickly his words jumbled together.

How could I explain to him that in order to accomplish my mission, I had to make the impossible sacrifice of giving up everyone I cared about? Once I left Maibe behind, I wouldn’t be able to stay in touch, but now that we were talking again, I didn’t want to ruin the short time we had left. “You’re the best brother anyone could ask for. I’ll talk to Griff and when I figure out what the next step is, I’ll contact you.”

Max shifted to the couch, usual grin returning to his face. “And when this is all over and you get back, we’ll have stories to tell. We can be the two old guys sitting in the hardware store, telling all the kids about how we saved the world.”

Not wanting to consider the very real possibility I would never be an old man, I was thankful for a soft knock on the door.

Kat peeked her head in. “Do you guys know where Rochelle is?” She pushed the door open farther to reveal Todd standing next to her.

Max looked at me. “Visiting Lareina, probably. She’s been spending a lot of time over there.”

Kat sighed and patted Todd’s arm. “You go sit down. You shouldn’t have walked all the way over here in the snow. I’ll make some calls and see if I can track her down.”

Todd obediently shuffled into the room, face pinched in pain as he sat down next to Max. “I only walked a block and a half, but it feels like I walked three miles.”

“You’ve only been out of the hospital for a couple of weeks.” Max squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “You have to take it easy a little while longer.”

“I know, but yesterday, Rochelle said she would be at my house a half hour ago, so I thought she could have slipped on the sidewalk, but I didn’t see her on my way over. What if something terrible happened to her?”

“I’m sure she’s just running a little late.” It surprised me Rochelle would miss plans with Todd, but she was busy.

“I can’t keep up with her.” Todd leaned back until his head sank into the cushions. “I’m well enough that I don’t need her to take care of me, but not well enough to do much but help her study. I don’t blame her for skipping out on our plans. I’m pretty boring.”

“No one thinks you’re boring. Especially not Rochelle.” Max rested his elbows on his knees. “And even Rochelle can’t keep up with Rochelle.”

Todd groaned and sat up. “I never should have left. I feel like I’m losing her.”

Max snorted. “That will never happen. The world will explode before Todd and Rochelle aren’t synonymous with peanut butter and jelly, macaroni and cheese, chocolate chip cookies and . . . lemonade.” Before either of us could protest, Max continued. “You two can read each other’s minds, remember?”

“We can’t really read each other’s minds, Max.” Todd smiled. “We were just joking around.”

“You had me convinced. Although I was only eight.” Max laughed. “I suppose you’re going to tell me broccoli can’t really make me run faster than the rest of the football team.”

“Sorry, buddy. I didn’t want you to find out this way, but Neil bet me five bucks I couldn’t make you eat broccoli.” Todd grinned and shrugged. “But those were some impressive touchdowns.”

I laughed. “Kinley would call that the placebo effect.”

“Very funny, hermano.” Max sprang to his feet. “Now I’m getting hungry. I’m going to find out if Kat has any cookies and maybe some lemonade.” He backed toward the door, expression serious. “I’ll bring you guys some too. You’ll love it.”

Todd’s smile vanished with Max. “Rochelle isn’t taking any of this seriously enough. We don’t know where Molly is. How do I know she isn’t tied up in the trunk of a car right now?”

“I’m sure she’s with Lareina.” I tried not to let Todd’s panic trigger my own tendency to overreact. “She’s been over there every day.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “I thought once I got home everything would be okay, but I have nightmares like I’m still there. Emma thinks it’ll help if I talk about it, but I can’t make her understand. It won’t change anything. It won’t go away.”

“I used to think that too, but it does help to tell someone your story.” I remembered my own fears of letting Rochelle and Max in on the darkness of my past, but the more I revealed, the freer I felt. Even Lareina seemed to float out of the house after I’d finished writing her narrative. “I don’t think it’ll ever go away, but it does get better.”

Todd nodded in the same understanding way as Emma. “How did you deal with it all alone? Before you got here . . .” His voice trailed off.

“I didn’t deal with it. Before I came here, I thought the whole world was rotten.”

Todd rubbed the side of his face. “What do you think now?”

“I think there are plenty of rotten people, but I also believe there’s hope, and as long as we have that, there’s a future.”

“Charlie, how safe are we here? From The Defiance?” Todd looked at me, eyes wide with fear like my little sister’s during a thunderstorm.

“They were always interested in taking over more populated areas first, so I think Maibe will escape the worst of it for now, but there are things we don’t know, so it’s reasonable to be cautious.” I wished I could tell him my plan to reassure him the wheels were in motion to keep The Defiance away from Rochelle. “In the unlikely situation that they show up, I’ll do everything I can to stand in their way.”

“Thank you for being here when I wasn’t. I should have been here to look out for Rochelle.” He looked down at the coffee table. “Maybe then I wouldn’t have this problem.”

Before I could think of a response, footsteps approached from the next room and the door opened all the way.

“Look who just got back from across the street.” Max stood in the doorway with his arm around Rochelle, snowflakes melting in her hair.

She squirmed away from him, rushed across the room, and wrapped her arms around Todd. “I’m so sorry. I promise I didn’t forget about you. I just lost track of time.”

Todd hugged her back and cleared his throat. “I was afraid something happened to you on your way to my house. You’re freezing. How long have you been outside?”

“Just a few minutes. I’m fine.” She leaned back so she could see his face. “You can’t panic every time I’m running late.”

“After everything that’s happened, what else am I supposed to do?”

I stood and followed Max into the next room, closing the door softly behind us. “You think they’ll be okay?”

“This is Rochelle and Todd we’re talking about.” Max offered me a cookie. “I think Kat feels bad about what she said to me last week because she’s making us lemonade.”

“You know cookies go with milk, right?” I couldn’t pull my attention away from the closed doors behind me.

“That’s what I thought until last week.” He put a hand on my back and steered me toward the kitchen. “Enough problems for today. Let’s save some for tomorrow.”




CHAPTER 28

ROCHELLE

December 23, 2090

I stopped writing and stretched my hand, glancing across the table at Keppler, who continued writing without looking up. Emma sat at the end of the table, pen in hand as she graded essays. Everyone else had finished the literature final a half hour earlier, but Keppler and I had continued our tight race to write the best and most detailed essays to finish the semester.

Flipping through the four pages in front of me, I decided I couldn’t analyze another word from the two poems we’d been provided. Rereading my last paragraph, I added a closing sentence, stood without scraping my chair on the floor, and tiptoed to the end of the table.

Emma looked up from the paper she was grading and smiled. I handed her my four pages, and she tipped her head in the direction of the living room. Voices drifted in from the kitchen where Alexander, Kinley, and Max talked while Kat taught Lily how to make potato soup.

I nodded and slipped into the living room. Todd and I hadn’t spoken since our fight on Thursday. When I’d told him the truth about where I’d been and showed him Molly’s undelivered letter, he’d gotten up and called Emma for a ride home. He had said he didn’t want to put her through what he’d just gone through with me.

The blue and silver ornaments on the Christmas tree glittered against the strings of lights. No one sat on the couch, the love seat, or in either of the chairs. Deciding Todd must have slipped past us to join the others in the kitchen, I turned to leave and noticed two white socks sticking out between a stack of wrapped presents and the side of the love seat.

“Todd?” I glanced around the bushy evergreen branches to the pocket of space behind the Christmas tree. “What are you doing?”

He sat with his back against the wall under the window, hands behind his head. “I needed a quiet place to recover from that test, and I kind of hoped you’d come looking for me.”

I squeezed into the space between my friend and the love seat. “Remember when your dad dragged you out by your feet when we used to hide here?”

He laughed and nodded. “Maybe if we just stay back here, you won’t have to go with Audrie.”

“Is that what’s bothering you?” My throat tightened with dread. “You’re worried I’ll have to leave?”

“I’m worried you’ll have to leave. I’m afraid it’s dangerous for you to stay. I’ve seen what the world can be like, and I don’t want you to get hurt, but I don’t want to lose you either.”

“I know all of the uncertainty is really overwhelming.” Taking a deep breath, I leaned back against the wall. “But the one thing I’m sure of is that we’re going to figure it out together. Just like we always do.”

He rubbed one hand over his face. “I’m kind of a disaster right now. Are you sure you want my help to figure things out?”

“Absolutely.” I squeezed his hand. “I’ve been a little bit of a disaster lately too. I’m sorry for snapping at you. You didn’t deserve that. And for being so late the other day. I don’t want you to ever feel like I’m not here for you because I always will be.”

“I know. And Molly should have known that too. Don’t beat yourself up over that letter. You were always nice to her even when she didn’t deserve it.”

“It wasn’t enough. I just wish I could have done more.” I turned to Todd, his face creased with concern. “I know I can’t be responsible for everyone. And now I’m distracted again. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I love you anyway.” He scooted over an inch so our shoulders touched. “While we’re apologizing, I’m sorry I left you for so long . . . that I left you in the first place.”

“I love you anyway.” My chest ached with the memory of fear I would never see him again. “But I did miss you a lot. I would have done anything to bring you home.”

Todd turned to me, hazel eyes gentle but serious. “The trade you made with Molly . . . I never want you to do anything like that again. If there’s a next time, just leave me there and run.”

I focused so intently on the string of lights in front of me they blurred together into glittering globes. “That’s exactly what I felt last year when I had the fever. When I told you to stay away so you wouldn’t get sick.”

We sat in silence for a minute before Todd spoke. “Rochelle, if the worst happens and you have to go live with Audrie, promise you’ll come back. Even if you like it better there, at least come home and visit sometimes.”

“I won’t like it better there, and I’ll be home the minute it’s safe.” As much as I didn’t want to leave Maibe, it was the only way I could help the TCI stop Molly and make sure the pendants were used for good. It was my chance to do the right thing, but I also knew it would be temporary. The life I wanted was already right in front of me. “And while I’m away, I’ll write to you every day. But try not to worry for now. Audrie won’t even answer her phone.”

“Okay.” Todd let out the breath he had been holding through my rushed assurances. “We’ll deal with all of that when the time comes. For now . . .” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded square of paper. “I promise by next year I’ll be able to afford a real present.”

“This is a real present.” I smiled and carefully unfolded the sketching paper, eager to see Todd’s latest drawing. The familiar scene appeared square by square—Maibe’s Main Street buildings with full display windows. The light poles and building fronts were decorated with wreaths and garland. People, bundled against the cold, walked along the sidewalks, some of them talking, others looking into the windows. “This is so detailed. It had to have taken you forever.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to focus on my drawing.” He smiled so big his dimples appeared. “And I wanted it to be perfect for you.”

“I love it.” Flattening the drawing across my knees so I could continue to admire it, I reached across Todd for a rectangular box, wrapped in red paper, under the tree. “Your turn.”

He accepted the gift and his eyes sparkled with anticipation as he shook it. “Hmm.” His fingers slipped beneath the folds of paper, pulled the box free, and lifted off the lid to reveal the new stocking hat and gloves I had made for him. Todd turned the hat inside out, changing it from black to green. “Two hats in one. That’s clever.”

I grinned as he pulled it over his head and slipped his hands into the gloves I’d started making while he was still missing. “Your old ones looked pretty worn, and I know you’ll be right back to helping your dad when the doctor okays it.”

“Now I just have to get rid of this cast.” Todd wrapped his arms around me and kissed my temple. “Your gloves are the only ones that keep my hands warm and actually make it through the whole winter without falling apart. How long does it take you to make these?”

“Not long now that I have the pattern figured out.” I straightened his new hat so it covered both of his ears. “If I keep practicing, maybe I can make enough to sell.”

“Someday, you’re going to have the most successful sewing business in the area.” Todd relaxed, his shoulder slumped against mine. For the first time since he’d come home, he looked like himself with his usual haircut and face finally filling out. “And, in a few years, I’ll be a partner with my dad at the hardware store. We’ll have life figured out and nothing to tear us apart. I just wish I knew how we get there from here.”

“One day at a time.” I looped my arm through his and laid my head on his shoulder.

“One day at a time.” His head rested against mine and for peaceful minutes we sat together in the quiet warmth of the room until a set of legs became visible through the branches.

“Hey guys. Come out here.” Max’s arm reached into the space between the love seat and the Christmas tree. “I have a serious matter to discuss.”

“Max? Serious?” Todd whispered in my ear.

I shrugged and took Max’s hand. He gripped mine and pulled me to my feet.

Keppler stood behind him, eyes wide with disbelief. “How did you know they were back there?”

“Some things never change.” Max reached his arm around the tree again. “One time when we were kids, they hid from me back here for two hours.”

Todd rose into view with Max’s help. “We were playing hide-and-seek, Max. That’s how the game works.”

Max shook his head. “I’m pretty sure everyone is supposed to find their own hiding spot. Keppler, you want to weigh in on this?”

“Not really.” Keppler took three steps backward and sat down on the couch. “My head hurts and I want this serious meeting to be over with.” He had been in a bad mood since the day before. From what I understood, he was trying to get a hold of Lareina, but she never called him back. I knew how he felt since I was going through the same thing with Audrie, but I hadn’t heard from Lareina since our failed search of Molly’s house, so I couldn’t help.

“Fine. We’ll save that debate for another time.” Max nudged me toward the couch. “Everyone sit down.”

Todd and I joined Keppler on the couch. Max shrugged off his book bag, pulled out three small boxes of different shapes, and distributed them to us, instructing us to open them at the same time.

I removed the lid to reveal a round, silver locket on a chain. The smooth back was tarnished and several of the stones making up the design on the front were missing. “It’s pretty . . . in a vintage way.”

Keppler pulled out a tarnished watch and held it up to his ear. “Mine doesn’t work.”

“Mine works a little too well.” Todd held his watch in front of me so Keppler and I could both see the minute hand zipping around the face. “It would be good in a time travel movie.”

“That’s neat.” I laughed and looked at Max. “How’d you make it do that?”

“I didn’t make it do that. You’re missing the point.” Max plopped down in the nearest armchair.

“You got us a bunch of Christmas presents that don’t work, yet you’re worried about a game of hide-and-seek from ten years ago?” Todd gave up on his clumsy attempt to fasten his watch with a cast and held his arm out to me.

“They do work.” Max leaned back smugly in his chair. “Just not in the way you’re expecting.”

“I’m too tired for riddles, Delgado. I just wrote a six-page essay in an hour.”

“Impressive. You win.” I slid Todd’s watch band through the holding loop. “There.”

Todd leaned back into the couch. “What does my watch do besides tell time at warp speed?”

“It’s a tracker. If any of you go missing again, I’ll know where you are.”

I slipped the locket over my head. “You mean that’s what you want them to do? Like you want old washing machines to travel back in time?”

“No, I mean, time travel is hard. It’s never been done before. Making trackers turns out to be incredibly easy.” He pulled one of his old cell phones out of his pocket and slid his finger around the screen before turning it toward us. “See, the green dot is Rochelle, the blue dot is Keppler, and the red dot is Todd. Right now, you’re all right here at 808 Monarch Street.” He put two fingers on the screen and pulled them apart until it showed a map of Maibe with our three dots all in one spot.

“So, if I walked to the grocery store right now?” I looked down at the old locket.

“As long as you had that with you, the green dot would move over here.” Max pointed at the map.

“If you don’t quit playing around with this old stuff, you’re going to get in trouble.” Keppler shook his head at the watch laying across his open palm. “Kat said her classmate used his dad’s Wi-Fi code and got sent to reform school.”

“He has a point.” I squeezed Keppler’s arm to remind him to keep his voice down. Using unauthorized codes and devices carried serious legal consequences. “Remember what Alexander and Kinley said about storm tracking?”

“They didn’t say anything about tracking my friends.” Max sighed when no one laughed. “The truth is, I’m tired of you guys disappearing, and sitting here helpless while you’re being tortured. It’s worth the risk of a little legal trouble.”

“We’ve been through this . . .” Keppler looked at Todd and stopped.

“He knows everything Rochelle knows.” Something about Max’s phrasing piqued my interest.

“Then you all know you’re not supposed to follow me when I have to leave. No one is supposed to know where I am.” Keppler spoke in a hushed voice, keeping his eyes on the doorway.

“I won’t follow you.” Max’s shoulders slumped forward, disappointed at our lack of enthusiasm for his trackers. “But at least if your dot is moving around, I’ll know you’re still alive.”

“And he’ll know it’s you, because no one is going to steal that watch.” I loved Todd for trying to lighten the mood. “Maybe mine, but not Charlie’s.”

“I appreciate the thought.” Keppler slid his watch onto the end table. “But when I leave, it’ll be dangerous for any of you to know where I am.”

“Come on, Keppler.” Max sat on the front edge of his cushion, still clutching the phone in his hand. “I already said I wouldn’t follow you. This is just extra insurance for the worst-case scenario.”

“That scenario makes this even more dangerous.” Keppler glanced at Todd and me before turning back to Max. “It’s dangerous for me, and it’s even more dangerous for you.”

“Hey, guys. What’s going on?”

Our heads swiveled in the direction of my sister’s voice. She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, watching us through narrowed eyes.

“Nothing,” Keppler answered as my sister approached. “Just talking.”

Max slipped the phone discreetly back into his pocket, and Todd covered his watch with the sleeve of his shirt.

“It sounded more like arguing.” My sister perched on the arm of the couch next to him and picked up the watch on the end table. “What’s this?”

“A broken watch.” Keppler gave Max a look. “I was just explaining to Delgado that fixing cars doesn’t qualify me to fix that.”

Kat looked at me with one eyebrow raised. “Whatever you guys are up to, knock it off before you ruin the holidays.” She took Keppler’s hand and pulled him to his feet. “Dinner is almost ready. Charlie, I need your help with something. The rest of you, go wash your hands and set the table or something.” She took one more look at the watch before tossing it onto the love seat behind her and leaving the room hand in hand with Keppler.

Max stared at the doorway they had disappeared through. “For a guy who flinches at human contact, he sure holds Kat’s hand a lot lately.”

Todd looked up at me. “There’s nothing wrong with holding hands.”

“I didn’t say there was.” Max stood. “But it is the first step to Sorry, Max, I can’t help with the time machine because I have plans with Kat.”

Todd laughed. “Remember that, Rochelle. If we want to get out of helping Max with his projects, we just have to tell him I have plans with you.”

Max turned to me, eyebrows raised. It was as close as Todd had come to admitting our relationship was more than just a friendship. Max had been losing bets that Todd would officially ask me out since we were twelve, and Kat had been advising me to ask him out myself since our cancelled homecoming dance. I didn’t see any reason to push him into something he wasn’t ready for.

I smacked Max’s shoulder with the back of my hand. “You know, you could go tease Keppler and Kat. He’s the one who won’t wear your watch.”

“Good point.” Max picked up his bag and clapped Todd’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, buddy. I know you’ll figure it out one day.” “Figure what out?” Todd stood as Max darted out of the room. “What am I doing wrong now?”

“Nothing.” I slipped off the hat he still wore. “Unless we’re late for dinner. Kinley is under a lot of stress, and Kat is in a mood.”

“In that case.” He offered me his arm. “Do you want to help me set the table?”

I took his arm, and we made our way to the kitchen to face whatever came next.




CHAPTER 29

CHARLIE

December 24, 2090

“Aumont, this is a bad idea.” I paced from the basement stairs to the living room couch just outside my bedroom. “It’s Christmas and she’s family.” Rochelle sat on the couch, already wearing the velvety green dress and shiny black shoes she’d chosen for Christmas mass. She took a deep breath and picked up the phone on the end table, finger poised to dial her aunt’s number.

“But every time you get her involved in your life, she causes problems.” I couldn’t decide if my worry was about Audrie coming to take Rochelle away or deciding I was healed enough to join the TCI before I had a pendant. My mind had been far from those concerns all day. Alexander had come over to help us eat Kat’s amazing five-course meal, then we watched Christmas movies and opened presents. But as usual, Rochelle couldn’t leave well enough alone. “You gave her the pendant and that was your only obligation.”

“But she said I can help her figure out what else my dad knew about the pendants. And I need her help to stop Molly before she does something she can’t take back.” Rochelle dialed the number Audrie had ordered me to memorize and lifted the phone to her ear.

“Molly is far past that point.” I pressed the palm of my hand to the back of my head and returned to pacing. Everyone else was upstairs, getting dressed to go to midnight mass. I had planned to go with them, but I’d decided I didn’t belong there, dressed in a shirt and tie in a church pew. The loud ringing on the other end came through the phone. It rang once, twice, then three times. I held my breath, willing Audrie not to answer like every other time Rochelle called.

“Hi, Aunt Audrie. This is Rochelle. Merry Christmas.”

Muscles rigid, I sat down on the couch.

“Hey, kiddo. Merry Christmas.” Audrie’s voice came through the phone loud and clear. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I wanted to call you a long time ago, but I’ve been traveling for work the past few weeks.”

I shook my head at Rochelle, not believing Audrie’s excuse.

Rochelle smiled and patted my hand. “I called a few times since we never really got to say goodbye.”

“Oh, Rochelle. I owe you an apology.” Audrie’s voice picked up that sickly sweet tone. “I overreacted when I was visiting. You did the right thing by helping your friend and giving me the pendant. It just really scared me to think about what could have happened to you.”

I nudged Rochelle’s arm and mouthed, That’s all you wanted to hear. I pointed at the end table, indicating she should hang up the phone.

Rochelle shook her head at me. “I know I need to get better at asking for help. That’s the other reason I called.”

I flopped back onto the couch and covered my face with my hand. There was no stopping Rochelle once she had her mind made up.

“Nothing bad has happened in the past two weeks, but I’ve heard all of the news about The Defiance taking over Texas and I’m worried. I want to help you stop Molly and The Defiance from using the pendants.”

From the other side of the couch, I couldn’t hear how Audrie responded.

“I’ve been thinking about that too. Do you think if I stayed with you for a few months, we could solve everything? Then I could come back home.”

Letting my hand slide to the side, I watched Rochelle nod with the phone to her ear.

“Okay. You’re right. It’s something we should all talk about so we can decide what’s best.” Rochelle listened for a minute and smiled. “I love you too. I’ll see you soon.” She hung up the phone and turned to me. “Audrie is going to visit in a few days. She’ll call as soon as she knows when she’ll arrive.”

“Aumont, why would you say that stuff?” I didn’t lift my head from the pillow under me. “You don’t want to leave here.”

“I don’t want to . . . But I think I have to. I’ve been talking with Kinley, and she’s so worried about Kat and me.”

“There’s no way Kinley would send you to live with Audrie.” I sat up.

“She will once she understands it’s what’s best for all of us. Now that Audrie is speaking to me again, everything will be okay.” Rochelle forced a smile. “That reminds me, I saw Lareina this morning when I helped Kat deliver cookies to the home for children. She sent a note for you.”

“And you’re just telling me now?” I slid to the edge of my cushion. “I’ve been trying to contact her for days.”

“She’s been really busy at the home for children, and I think she’s fighting with Nick.” Rochelle looked down at her shoes. “You were at Max’s when I got home, so I left it in the library on the desk. Sorry, I forgot about it until now.”

“It’s okay.” I was annoyed that Lareina had avoided me all week and then sent me a note after I had left several messages, both with Nick and the director at the home for children. But none of that was Rochelle’s fault.

“Rochelle?” Kinley’s voice yelled from upstairs. “Rochelle, where are you?”

“Don’t tell her about Audrie yet. I’ll take care of that tomorrow.” She hurried toward the stairs.

The serenity I’d felt all day faded as I considered the possibility that Audrie was using both of us for her own agenda. The only adults I trusted were Kinley, Alexander, and Emma, but they barely counted as adults and they were powerless against The Defiance and Audrie. Taking the stairs two at a time, I returned to the same conclusion I always circled back to: even if I didn’t trust Audrie completely, I had no other choice than to work with her.

“We could have curled your hair or something.” In the dining room, Kinley brushed Rochelle’s hair over her shoulders. “And what is this?” She lifted the locket.

“That’s my present from Max.” Rochelle smiled. “It’s pretty, right?”

Kinley wrinkled her nose at the tarnished necklace. “Maybe if you were eight.” She tucked the locket under the neckline of Rochelle’s dress. “Come on. I have a few minutes to fix your hair before we go.”

Rochelle made a face at me, but she let her cousin take her hand and pull her upstairs.

Just as they vanished, Alexander came in from the kitchen, looking down at his tie as he looped it around itself. “Where did Kinley go?”

“Upstairs, with Rochelle.”

Alexander cringed at the tangled mess of his tie and undid it, letting it dangle around his neck. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us? I don’t like leaving you here all alone on Christmas Eve.”

“It’s okay.” I wanted to run into the next room and read Lareina’s note. “I’ll probably just go to bed.”

Alexander gripped my shoulder and glanced around the room. “Just don’t disappear on me. You haven’t heard from Griff or Audrie since the last time we talked?”

He asked the same question every time we were alone. For a minute, I considered telling him about Audrie’s call with Rochelle, but that wasn’t my business to share. “No. Nothing.”

“All right. Keep me posted.” He rubbed the side of his face, and I noticed the shadows beneath his eyes. Between his work with the Nebraska leaders, his duties as Maibe’s mayor, and keeping his family business running, I didn’t know how he could get much sleep.

“You’ll be the first to know.” I didn’t intend to follow through with that promise, but I didn’t want to give him more to worry about either.

He nodded and looked like he wanted to say more, but footsteps overhead ended our conversation. We turned to the doorway in time for the girls to enter in their dresses. Rochelle’s hair was smooth and free of frizz as it only was on special occasions. Kinley and Kat both wore their long hair in spirals down to their waists.

“Here, let me see you.” Kinley looped Alexander’s tie over and under, then folded his collar carefully over it. “There. Much better.”

He smiled. “I’d be so lost without you.”

“I agree.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

A knot formed in my stomach when I imagined her reaction to Alexander signing Audrie’s papers. For his sake, I hoped she would never find out about it.

Kinley gave me a one-armed hug. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us? There’s still time for you to change.”

I shook my head and looked down at my socks. “I’m pretty tired.” I had done plenty of questionable things in my life and brushed them off, but lying to Kinley made me feel like a rotten person.

“Maybe next time. Get some sleep and we’ll see you in the morning.” She rushed Alexander and Rochelle to the door.

“I’m starting Christmas breakfast at seven if you want to help.” Kat hugged me tight. She smelled like vanilla. I was beginning to enjoy helping her cook even more than writing. “Merry Christmas, Charlie.” She kissed my cheek and followed her family into the next room.

“Merry Christmas.” I remained frozen even after she had vanished from sight. After witnessing my parents’ marriage, I had decided I would never pursue a relationship. It had never occurred to me that falling for someone was less of a choice and more of something that just happened. But with Kat . . . If my life were normal and I could stay in Maibe . . . I shook the thought from my head as the screen door slammed. Instead of dwelling on the impossible, I hurried into the library and ripped open the envelope with my name on it.


Charlie—

I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you. After a long discussion with Nick and Aaron, we decided to pack the pendants away and put the past behind us. No more searching for answers or looking for trouble. I’m sorry I couldn’t help.

—Lareina



Pack them away? Put the past behind them? What did any of that mean? She wouldn’t help me. Because she didn’t want to, or because her friends wouldn’t let her?

Letter in hand, I wandered into the living room and sank to the floor among scraps of paper and discarded ribbons. Alexander and Kinley had bought me two of the tools I needed to work on the truck. Kat had given me a thick notebook with a bright yellow cover. On the inside she had written, This should last you a few weeks. Rochelle had made me a seat cover for the truck so I wouldn’t have to listen to Max laughing about all of the holes I’d patched with duct tape. And I wouldn’t be there to use any of them.

I hadn’t bought any of them a gift, but I’d written each of them a personalized short story. It was my way of saying thank you and goodbye, but I kept my meaning cryptic so they wouldn’t understand the real message until I had vanished and they analyzed my last writing for answers.

The phone rang and I jumped. Who would call after midnight? Maybe Lareina had changed her mind. I pulled myself to my feet and rushed to the kitchen where I picked up on the third ring.

“Hello.”

“Hey, kid. Hope I didn’t wake you up.” Griff’s unmistakable voice came through the phone. I hated having it in my house. “Molly guaranteed me your new family would be at church. I didn’t figure you’d be with them. You haven’t changed one bit.”

In that moment, I wished I had put on a tie and gone with them. Anything to prove Griff wrong and avoid his phone call. But I had a part to play. “What’s up?”

“I’m just about ready for you to come and join us. I have to do a little business traveling, but it’ll be a short trip. How does New Year’s Day sound for your welcome home?”

Stalling would only make him suspicious. Swallowing a lump in my throat, I sank to the floor. “I can probably make that work.”

“Really?” He laughed. “Did you get tired of fighting your destiny, or have you finally come to your senses?”

“A little of both, I guess.”

“Do you have the pendant?”

“Not exactly.” I gripped the phone so tightly my hand hurt. “But I’m working on it.”

“I know you’ll come through for me.” Griff’s voice indicated there would be painful consequences if I didn’t. “If there’s anyone in this world I can count on, it’s my brother.”

I pulled my knees up to my chin as I felt my comfortable life crumbling into one of deception, danger, and death.

“Hey, kid, are you still there?”

“I’m here.” My brain scrambled for words. “I’ll take care of everything, and I’ll see you on the first of January.”

“That’s what I thought. I’ll have your room ready.” Griff paused for a minute. “Do you need money to get here? I can send you a ticket.”

“No, I have that covered.” I had set aside enough money for a train ticket as soon as I had received my first paycheck for my paper route. Back then I thought it would be to run from Griff. Now I was glad it would prevent him and the rest of his gang from getting any closer to Maibe. “I’ll leave early that morning when it’s easy to slip away.”

“Great. Then you can help me convince Molly to forget about that dead-end little town. Once you get the pendant, we’ll have all we need from there.” The relief that he didn’t want anything to do with Rochelle or Maibe swept through me, then evaporated as I realized it was all dependent on the delivery of a pendant I didn’t have. “Just a minute.” I heard a murmur of conversation on his end of the phone. “Sorry, kid, I have to deal with a problem. See you in a week.”

“See you then.” I lowered the phone after the click and rested my head back against the cupboard door. There had to be a way to get through to Lareina. If I could just talk to her in person I could make her understand. After breakfast I would slip away and visit her. I still had a week to get the pendant.

Forcing myself to my feet, I returned to the living room, surveying the gifts I would never get to use. I picked up Max’s tracker watch from where it had been on the love seat since the day before and put it on my wrist. For the moment it brought me a sense of comfort. I could always take it off.

One more week of Kat’s home-cooked meals, Rochelle’s hugs, and Kinley’s fussing over my health. One more week of having a real family, a house that felt like home, and a real future. Scooping up the notebook Kat had given me, I made my way to the basement to start packing.




CHAPTER 30

ROCHELLE

December 26, 2090

“Kinley, I don’t want to go to school in Omaha.” Kat’s anger was all that kept her from crying. “I don’t want to live with people I don’t know. People I’ve never met.”

“It’ll be okay, Kat.” I wanted to hug her, but she was across the table, so I remained glued to my chair next to Kinley. Emma, who sat next to my sister, put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll both go with you and help you get settled. It’ll only be for a semester.”

“No.” Kat ducked her shoulder away from Emma’s hand and stood. “I’m tired of you two deciding my life for me.”

Emma caught my sister’s hand before she could rush out of the room. “Wait a minute. Let’s give Kinley a chance to explain why she decided this is the best option. Try to see this from her perspective.” We had asked Emma to come to our family meeting because she was good at keeping everyone calm and acting as the neutral voice of reason.

“Fine.” Kat plopped back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest. “I’m listening.”

Kinley sighed and clasped her hands on the tabletop. “I’m worried about your safety. If Molly or The Defiance show up looking for the pendant, or Rochelle, or Charlie, I won’t be able to protect any of you.” My cousin rubbed her forehead. “I’m not giving you up. I would never do that. This is only temporary.”

Kat’s eyes locked with mine. “What about Rochelle? She’s the one who started all of this trouble, and she just gets to stay here and live her normal life?”

“No. I’m going to stay with Aunt Audrie for a while.” I kept talking despite my sister’s shaking head. “She’s coming in a couple of days, and we’re going to make a plan for me to leave with her right after I get you settled in Omaha.”

“That’s not what I want. I don’t want to leave and I don’t want you staying with Audrie. I want everything back the way it was before.” She stood and stepped out of Emma’s reach. “I’m not a little kid. We could have made these decisions together. Maybe I had ideas too. But what could I possibly know?”

“Kat, that’s not—”

“Forget it, Kinley,” my sister interrupted. “Don’t talk to me unless you change your mind.”

Before Emma could stop her, Kat rushed out of the room. The three of us listened to my sister stomp up the stairs and slam her door above us. I knew she would lock us out, curl up on her bed, and cry. After a few hours she would let me in to talk about it. For the ten years I’d had a sister, it was the two of us against Dad, or Grandma, or Kinley, but this time I was on the other side.

“I knew she’d be upset.” My cousin pressed one hand to her forehead. “I don’t blame her.”

“Maybe if I just describe it to her the way you described it to me.” I stood. “If she can picture the nice house where she’ll be staying, and the school, and all of the opportunities—”

“Rochelle, stop.” Kinley gripped my elbow and pulled me back into my seat. “What would have helped was for you to go to Omaha with Kat so she wouldn’t be all alone. You never should have called Audrie without me.”

I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “I’m sorry I didn’t involve you, but going with her feels right. Everything that’s happening is my fault and it’s only going to get worse. Unless I go with Audrie and help her figure out what else Dad knew about the pendants. I need her help to fix this and then everything can go back to normal.”

My cousin squeezed her eyes shut for a second and when she opened them, they glistened with tears. “How am I supposed to know Audrie is taking care of you? How will I know you’re safe when you’re a thousand miles away? I don’t trust her. She’s going to have to say something pretty incredible to get me to sign anything.” My cousin stood and turned her back to Emma and me. “I need some air. I’m going for a walk.” She strode to the door and it closed hard behind her.

I wanted to run after Kinley and apologize for leaving her when I had promised over and over I never would. I wanted to knock on Kat’s door and assure her she would have amazing opportunities at her new school, and the months we had to be apart would fly by. But I was the enemy; the one who had broken the fragile normalcy we’d worked so hard to piece together. My head sank to my arms on the tabletop.

“It’ll be okay, sweetie.” Emma’s arms enveloped me as I cried.

“I don’t want to leave them, but I don’t have another choice.”

“I know. But everything will be okay. You’ll have an adventure for a few months while Audrie finds a way for you to be safe here, and then you’ll be home and all of this will be over.”

If only I could believe that were true. I had been bombarded by the images on the news and in the papers of The Defiance taking whatever they wanted in Texas, driving people out of their homes, and killing anyone who stood in their way. What would stop their slow-moving war, their absolute takeover, from pushing north and rolling right through Maibe?

“Kinley is just worried about you.” Emma dried my tears with a napkin from the holder on the table. “And Kat needs a little time to process all of this. Once she sees her school and where she’ll live, she’ll understand this is for the best.”

I didn’t reply, but rested my head on Emma’s shoulder and fought back new tears when I realized that, soon, I wouldn’t have her to comfort me either. Every time I tried to imagine the excitement of living in New York with Audrie, my mind snapped to the loneliness of missing Maibe and everyone I loved.

The screen door slammed shut and I sat up, hoping Kinley had returned, but Alexander and Keppler walked in with a gust of winter air. Their clothes were smudged with dirt, faces flushed from working in Alexander’s greenhouse.

“That bad?” Alexander looked at me, eyes gentle. Of course Kinley had spoken to him about our plan for Kat, and probably my foolishness of contacting Audrie when she had been leaving us alone.

Emma kept one arm around me. “Kat stormed off to her room and Kinley went for a walk.”

“To where?” Alexander looked to the window as if he expected to see Kinley walking down the sidewalk.

“I don’t know.” Emma sighed. “Would you rather go find her or talk to Kat?”

Alexander pressed his hand to the back of his neck. “I’ll go after Kinley.”

“I’ll talk to Kat.” Emma squeezed my shoulder as she stood. “I’m sure I can get her to come help me with dinner.”

Alexander helped me to my feet as Emma headed upstairs. “I can stay if you want me to. Kinley will come back on her own.”

“I’ll be okay.” I hugged him, but I didn’t feel the instant security I was used to when he was near. Even Alexander wasn’t strong enough to protect us from the threat that was approaching silently and unpredictably. “I don’t want her to stay out in the cold.”

“I won’t be gone for long.” He gave me one last squeeze and disappeared through the door.

“I told you Kat wouldn’t like any of this.” Keppler walked to the sink and splashed water over his face the best he could with one arm in a sling. “But I thought you were all ready to go with Audrie. What’s with the tears?”

“My dad used to tell me I was good at being the glue that held this family together.” I handed him a towel from the counter. “I know going with Audrie is the right thing to do, but if none of us are speaking by the time this is over, then what’s the point of anything?”

Keppler dried his face. “Just when I think Kat and Kinley will never speak again, they start hugging.” He wiped his hands before hanging it over the back of a chair. “You guys are weird enough that not even this can tear you apart.”

Normally, I would laugh when Keppler described what he believed to be the bizarre behavior of my family, but I was too despondent. “Will you come and sit with me? I don’t want to be alone.”

“Me neither.” He looked down at his filthy clothes and shrugged. “I’ll shower later.”

I nodded and wiped away lingering tears. Together we walked to the next room and sat side by side on the window seat. When I closed my eyes, I saw Kat stomp out of the kitchen and Kinley rush outside. “I’m scared, I think.”

“That much I can understand. I’m scared too.” He scratched at a patch of dried mud on his sleeve. “I’ve been trying to find Lareina. To talk about the story we’re writing. It’s a good distraction. But they won’t let me into the home for children because they have a flu outbreak, and she won’t call me back.”

“I’m sure she’s really busy. Don’t worry, she’ll get back to you.” Lareina hadn’t called or visited me either, but I had no reason to think she was purposely avoiding us.

Keppler sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I’m running out of time to finish the story.” He didn’t look at me, and I didn’t like the certainty of his statement.

“You haven’t heard from Griff yet?” I turned to him, fearing his answer.

Keppler paused then shook his head. “But I know it’ll come. What is Kinley going to do if she sends me away and then he shows up to find me?”

It was another question I didn’t have an answer to. A hole in our plan. I closed my eyes and felt as if I were plummeting toward the ground. It wasn’t the quick panic of missing the next monkey bar or the rush of jumping off the highest diving board, but the helplessness of falling through the open air toward the unforgiving ground. It just kept moving farther and farther away to prolong the torture of fearing the pain to come.

“You’re right. I can’t leave her here all alone.” My hand fumbled with my sweater, pulling it away from my throat so I could breathe.

“I think you’re all better off together.” Keppler looked past me to the wall of books. “But there’s a risk, a consequence to every choice we make. Sometimes we have to give up what we love the most so we won’t lose it forever.”

I rubbed my forehead, trying to determine whether he was talking about me or himself. “It’s not fair when other people have to deal with the consequences of my choices. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

“Ask Audrie to find a way to protect you here. Maybe she can give you a TCI body guard or something.” Keppler turned to me, eyes downcast and expression mournful. “Molly will figure out you don’t know anything and she won’t bother you anymore.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“She’s with The Defiance now. She has bigger things to do than torment you.” He shrugged. “We’re supposed to hope for the best. Right?”

“When we’re not preparing for the worst.” I sighed and folded my legs under me. “Wherever we have to go, and however long we have to stay away, this will always be home for both of us. Agree?”

“It’s the only home I’ve ever had.” He smiled but it only lasted for a second. “Aumont, promise me that you’ll take care of yourself. From now on, forget about the pendants and focus on school, sewing, reading, anything else. Leave saving the world to people who are trained for it. Please, promise you’ll avoid trouble.”

I nodded, coerced by the fear in Keppler’s eyes. “I’ll be more careful.”

We sat together, under the weight of misery, in the dreary shadows of late afternoon as the minutes ticked by. Neither of us said another word, neither of us stood to turn on the light, and neither of us moved when the back door opened and closed.

Kinley peeked around the half-open French door. “Rochelle and Charlie are in here.” She approached us, followed by Alexander.

He glanced around the room. “Emma’s still upstairs with Kat?”

I nodded. I hadn’t heard them come downstairs.

“Rochelle, I’m sorry I raised my voice at you.” Kinley sank down next to me. “I know this is hard for you too. I will try my best not to panic until we’ve met with Audrie and talked over all of the details. Okay?”

“Okay.” I slid forward to hug Kinley. “We’ll get through this.”

My cousin kept one arm around me and nudged Keppler’s shoulder with her hand. “The plans are in place for you to move up north the day after New Year’s Day. That loser Griff will never figure out where you disappeared to.”

“Thanks, Kinley.” Keppler exchanged a look with Alexander, but my cousin didn’t seem to notice. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

“I promised to take care of you.” Kinley pulled me to my feet as she stood and extended her hand to Keppler. “Go get cleaned up while we get dinner started. I have a feeling Kat won’t be cooking for us tonight.”

Keppler took her hand and stood. “When are you meeting with Audrie exactly?”

“The day after tomorrow.” Kinley sighed. “We’re meeting her in Omaha. I’m hoping we can resolve everything over lunch so she won’t have to come back here.”

His face faded to a sickly, pale shade. “But she might come here?”

“It’s okay.” Alexander patted Keppler’s shoulder. “I’ll be right here with you. Maybe I should go along to Omaha with you guys to make sure you get there safely.”

“Sure, if you want to.” Kinley smiled, pleased that he offered to accompany her. “We’ll get everything planned out over dinner. Come on, Rochelle. Let’s go see what we have in the refrigerator.”

I knew Keppler didn’t like my aunt, but I didn’t understand why he looked like he would throw up at the mention of her visit. Even Alexander’s volunteering to accompany us without Kinley’s prompting was out of character. I could have asked my cousin what she thought, but we had bigger problems, so I let her steer me toward the kitchen.




CHAPTER 31

CHARLIE

December 28, 2090

“We’ll be home as soon as we can,” Kinley said as she pulled her boots on. “Just stay inside and keep the doors locked.”

I sat at the kitchen table, trying to focus on her words. It was mid-morning and I was already exhausted. Ever since Griff’s phone call, I hadn’t been able to sleep. My inability to reach Lareina, and Kat’s refusal to speak to Rochelle or Kinley only added to my pile of distractions.

“Charlie?” Kinley waved her hand in front of me. “Are you with me?”

Nodding, I rubbed a hand over my face. “Lock the doors and stay inside.”

She studied me with her hands on her hips as the back door slammed and Alexander opened the door to the kitchen.

“Hey guys.” He looked from Kinley to me. “Is everything okay?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” She raised her eyebrows.

“I’m just a little tired. It’s hard to sleep.” Hard to sleep, hard to breathe, and hard to concentrate. I hadn’t written anything since my literature final, and although I feared losing my family, I was spending all of my time alone.

Alexander nodded. He knew more than Kinley, but not enough to understand the full extent of my anxiety.

Kinley reached across the table and patted my hand. “Try to get a little sleep while we’re gone. Emma will check in at lunch time. She has a key to let herself in.”

Footsteps padded toward us and Rochelle entered the room, clutching a piece of paper in her hand. “I told Kat we were leaving and spent five minutes trying to talk her into coming along, but she just slid this under the door.” She dropped the note on the table.

Go away. I’m not speaking to you or Kinley.

“She can’t hide from us forever.” Kinley stood and slid Rochelle’s coat from the back of the chair. “I’m sure she’ll forgive you when we get home.”

“I hope so.” Rochelle slid her arms into the coat Kinley held for her, then turned her attention to me. “I’m sorry we have to leave you here. I told Kat she has no reason to be mad at you.”

“I’ll be all right.” I didn’t want them to go, but I understood Kinley’s decision to meet on neutral ground and her hope that Audrie wouldn’t return to Maibe with them.

“We’ll be back soon.” Rochelle hugged me, pinning my arms to my sides.

Instead of squirming away, I whispered, “Don’t let Audrie tell you what to do. Tell her you want to stay here.” Her head nodded next to my face before she let me go. I wished them all a safe trip and then I was alone in the kitchen.

The sky outside was a solid sheet of dark clouds threatening snow. My time in Maibe was ticking away too fast. A bag packed with two changes of clothes and the notebook Kat had given me was waiting at the foot of my bed.

I had stashed all of my writing in my dresser and stacked the rest of my clothes in the remaining drawers. Those were the easy things to put in order. Getting Griff his pendant while keeping my family together was an impossible challenge.

I was worried Kinley would find out about the papers Alexander and I had signed, but Alexander promised he would keep the lunch conversation steered away from me, and I trusted him.

Kinley would find out eventually. Alexander wanted to break the news in the gentlest way possible, and although I didn’t tell him, I wanted that to be after I was gone. I couldn’t bring myself to confess that Griff had contacted me. It would be easier on everyone if I just disappeared. No goodbyes and no explanations outside of what Alexander and Audrie could provide.

Heavy with worry and dread, I stood and trudged to the library. To my surprise, I spotted Kat sitting on the window seat. I froze halfway into the room.

“You can come in.” Kat’s voice was barely audible. “I was just trying to hear what they said about me.”

“They’re worried and they miss you.” I closed the space between us, happy to see her, then lingered awkwardly in front of her. “Is it okay if I sit with you?”

Kat nodded so I lowered myself to the cushion.

“Are you mad at me too?” She had barely acknowledged any of us for a day and a half, so I didn’t know what else to think.

She sat up and smacked my arm hard with the back of her hand.

“Ow.” I scooted away from her. “What did I do?”

“You tell me. Were you a part of the committee that decided my whole future without consulting me?”

“No.” I flinched, expecting her to hit me again. “Kinley barely consulted me about my future.”

“Then I guess we’re allies. Charlie, what are we going to do?”

“Take it one day at a time, I guess. It’s okay if you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared.” She looked straight at me. “I’m tired of being treated like a kid, and mad at Kinley for not understanding, and disappointed in Rochelle for not taking my side.”

“Kinley is trying to keep us safe, and Rochelle feels responsible for everything that’s happening. You can’t stay mad at them.”

“I know.” Kat turned and rested her back against the window. “But I like my life the way it is. I don’t want to move away. I don’t want to live with strangers.”

“You should talk to Kinley about all of this.” I slid back so we sat shoulder to shoulder. I couldn’t leave knowing Kat was miserable or that my family had been separated. “I bet she’ll change her mind if you give her a chance to see things from your perspective.”

“Maybe I should just go and see how long it takes for her to miss my cooking and cleaning. I could take a culinary arts class every week and run my own restaurant in a few years.”

“She misses you already.” If I had to give up my dreams for Kat to have hers, it was worth it. “You don’t have to leave here to have your own restaurant someday. And I know when that happens, Rochelle and Kinley will be there on opening night waiting to be your first customers.”

Her hand squeezed mine. “And you’ll be there with them, taking notes to report on the event.”

I nodded despite the lump in my throat. “It’ll be my groundbreaking story.”

The phone rang and we both jumped. It rang twice more before I could pull myself away.

“I’ll get it.” Hurrying to the kitchen, I picked up the phone and held it to my ear. “Hello.”

“Charlie. I’m so glad you answered.” Lareina’s tired voice spoke on the other end of the line. “I really need to talk to you, but most of the kids are sick and I can’t be away for long. Can you meet me behind the home for children, on the playground, in ten minutes?”

Kinley said not to leave the house. Now that Kat was speaking to me, I really didn’t want to leave her alone, but this was my only chance to talk to Lareina and get the pendant. “I’ll be right there.”

“Where are you going?” Kat asked as I hung up the phone. “We’re not supposed to go anywhere alone.”

“Max really needs my help with something.” I hoped she would believe me. “It’ll only take a few minutes and then I’ll be right back.”

Kat sighed and nodded. “Okay. As long as you’re back in time for lunch. I’m going to make us something way better than Kinley and Rochelle are eating at that restaurant with Audrie.”

“That sounds great.” I took a backward step toward the laundry room. “Just make sure to lock the door behind me.”
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When I reached the playground, I spotted Lareina sitting on one of the swings and ran over to her.

“Don’t get too close.” She held her hands up. “Hopefully I’m just tired, but I could be coming down with the flu like everyone else.”

Nodding, I sat down on a swing a few feet away from her. “Maybe you should take a day off.”

“I can’t. Most of the other caregivers are already out.” She wrapped her arms around herself even though she was already bundled in a heavy coat and hat. “I remember what it’s like to be sick and afraid and all alone. I won’t let them go through that.”

Remembering the feeling she described, I couldn’t argue. “What do we need to talk about?”

Lareina took a sharp breath. “I got all of your messages, but I didn’t call you back because I didn’t know what to do.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Nick decided we’re safer if we just put all of this pendant stuff behind us and when he, Aaron, and I talked it over, we all agreed to hide them and forget about them. That way the world would be safe and we could move on with our lives.”

Disappointed, I kicked my foot through the gravel under the swing set. “But you still know where they are? You could get to them in an emergency?”

“Aaron hid them since he was the neutral one in the argument.” She sneezed twice into her sleeve. “But I figured out where he put them.”

“You can still help me?” It was wrong to ask her to lie to her friends, but I was desperate and running out of time. “Please, Lareina. I only need one of the pendants. It’s the only way I can keep Rochelle and all of Maibe safe. It’s the only way I can get into a position to stop The Defiance.”

“I don’t want to lie to Nick and Aaron again.” She cleared her throat. “But I don’t want to sit around and do nothing either. What they don’t know won’t hurt them, right?”

“After everything you went through to protect the pendants, you can’t just pretend they don’t exist.” I leaned toward her. “The story isn’t over yet. But I can finish it and make sure we get the conclusion we want.”

“It’s not enough.” For a second I thought she had called me there to deny me the pendant again. “It’s not enough for me to play it safe and wait for something bad to happen to you and the Aumonts.” Her wide brown eyes held me in place. “I know what it’s like to be in over my head with no one to pull me out. I want to help you, but I want to be in this with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you were going to work for Audrie and keep her informed.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her closed hand. “I want to be in the loop too. I want to know what you find out, help you decide if the TCI is trustworthy, help you do the right thing.”

Having an ally like Lareina could keep me from being sucked back into the treachery of The Defiance, but the dangers had prevented me from making similar arrangements with Max. “That’s risky for both of us. I can’t make any promises.”

“I’m willing to take the risk.” She opened her gloved hand to reveal one pendant resting against the blue material. “And you’ll have to promise if you want to take this with you.”

I stared at the shiny black surface, SPERO written across in white letters.

“It means hope.” She smiled. “Exactly what we both need.”

The key to saving my family and stopping The Defiance was right there in front of me. All I had to do was make a promise she could never hold me to.

“Okay. I promise.” I crossed my fingers on the hand attached to my arm in the sling, hidden under my coat and stretched my other hand toward her. “I’ll call you when I can.”

“I’m trusting you.” She dumped the pendant into my hand. “And that’s really hard for me.”

My breath hitched. How could I break her trust the way my own family and Griff had broken mine? “You can count on me.”

“Take care of yourself. You have to make it home to write the rest of the story.” She stood and smiled. “And I have to get back inside.”

For a minute, I sat alone with Lareina’s pendant, the third one I’d held in my hand in a year. There was no escaping them or what I had to do. But I had everything I needed to protect my family and three precious days before I had to leave. Lightened by the unexpected gift of the pendant, I shoved it into my pocket and ran back toward home.

It wasn’t until I reached the back door that the concrete block on my chest returned. The door stood wide open.

Fingers frozen, I fumbled with the handle on the screen door and pulled it open.

“Charlie.” Kat’s scream pulled me inside. “Char—” It wasn’t a shout of pain or anger, but absolute terror.

Without thinking, I scrambled into the kitchen and right into a barrel-chested guy my age.

“Hey, Charlie.” He gripped my shoulders before I lost my footing. “Long time no see.” I recognized him from my time in The Defiance—Tommy, one of Griff’s errand boys.

Behind him, Molly stood next to a guy I recognized from the gravel road where I traded Rochelle for Todd. He held Kat so her arms were pinned to her sides and his hand covered her mouth, accentuating her wide, frightened eyes. The kitchen table had been shoved halfway across the room and dishes lay scattered across the floor.

I wrenched out of his hold, grunting as my collarbone tweaked, and took a step back, trying to get my bearings. “What’s going on?” All three of the intruders wore heavy coats, so I couldn’t tell if they carried weapons, but experience assured me they wouldn’t go on a mission without them.

“Griff told us all about your undercover work. You’re a hero back home.” Tommy scowled as he observed the room around us. “We came to get you out of this place.”

Still trying to rationalize the scene around me, my tongue tripped over itself. “That wasn’t the plan.”

“Shut up, Charlie.” Molly stepped in front of Kat. “Where’s Rochelle?”

She had no right to be there. Anger seared inside my chest. “Not here. Let Kat go or I’ll—”

“Drop the tough act.” Molly took my arm and shoved me into the next room away from the others. “I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself.”

In the dining room, I ripped my arm away from her. “Does Griff know you’re here? We had a plan.” I kept my voice quiet so Kat wouldn’t discover I was the real traitor in her house. “I’m supposed to have three more days.”

“Griff is out on business and I have a better plan.” Her eyes looked past me to the library. “Do exactly as I say or Kat will pay the price. Now, where’s Rochelle?”

“Omaha, with Kinley and her aunt the TCI agent.” I hoped the truth would scare Molly enough to give me some room for bargaining. “You don’t want to be here when they get home.”

“Don’t worry. We won’t be.” She gave me her sweetest smile. “Go pack your bag while I verify Rochelle isn’t upstairs.” Before I could protest, she held a hand up in front of me. “Help with my plan and I won’t take Kat out of Maibe.”

I didn’t want to cooperate with her, but both guys accompanying Molly were bigger than me, and my arm was still in a sling.

“Don’t forget the pendant Griff assured me you’ll bring home.” She squeezed my injured shoulder until I took a backward step toward the basement. “It’s funny how your attitude changed when he asked for it.”

The muscles in my chest clenched so tight they ached. “I’ll walk out of here with you and do whatever you want if you just leave Kat alone. She has nothing to do with this.”

“You’re in no position to negotiate.” Molly smiled and shoved me toward the stairs. “Go get your stuff. You’re leaving today.”

Mumbling under my breath, I trudged downstairs to grab my bag. It was surreal that convincing Lareina to give me a pendant had been my biggest worry only minutes earlier. I looked around my room for anything I could use as a weapon, but of course, I had nothing to fight off two guys with only one usable arm. Frustrated, I kicked the footboard of my bed and the silent house erupted in a cacophony of shouting.

Overhead, furniture screeched across the floor. “Charlie.” Kat screamed and several sets of footsteps pounded through the house above me.

Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I ran to the stairs and made it up two before Kat let out a terrified scream followed by a thump and Kat herself tumbling down the stairs. Her head and shoulder slammed against the wall and she lay at my feet, groaning.

“Kat?” I dropped to my knees and brushed her hair back from her face. “You’re all right. Tell me you’re okay.”

Eyes brimming with tears, she shook her head. “I want Rochelle.”

Heavy footsteps stomped toward us. The guy who had been holding Kat stood on the landing with Tommy behind him.

Kat pulled herself halfway up and wrapped her arms around me. “I don’t want to die. Don’t let them take me.”

I swallowed back the pain from her head smacking my collarbone and circled my arm around her. “It’ll be okay.”

“She bit me.” He glared at us, holding one hand in the other. “That little—”

“Hey.” It was hard to express anger without jostling Kat’s head lolling against my chest. “Watch what you say about her. You should have let her go when I told you to.”

“And why would I take orders from you?” His hands clenched at his sides and he descended a few steps.

“Because I’ll be second in command when we get back to Kansas City.”

“He’s right, Alec.” Tommy thrust his arm in front of Alec to prevent him from getting closer. “Charlie and Griff are like brothers, and he’s been in The Defiance far longer than you. We can trust him. He won’t let anyone get in our way.” They both frowned at me, cradling Kat as she whimpered.

“She’s not in our way. And Molly is going to flip her lid when she finds out about this.” I emphasized each word, never breaking eye contact with Alec. There had to be a way I could gain some control over the situation for Kat’s sake.

“What about me?” Molly appeared on the landing. “What happened here?”

“Alec shoved Kat down the stairs.” I didn’t yet understand the dynamic between Molly and the others, but if I learned it, I could use it to my advantage. “You’re the one who knows Rochelle so well. Is she going to join you if you kill her sister?”

“Alec, come here.” Molly waited until he stood in front of her at attention. “I told you to hold on to her and keep her quiet.” She slapped him hard across the face. “Next time, follow orders. Go wait for us outside.”

Alec glared at me, eyes dark with hatred, but he retreated, rubbing the side of his face.

“Enough playing around.” Molly sauntered down the stairs and sat on the step above Kat and me. “Time to toughen up.” She lifted Kat’s chin with two fingers. “You’ll be fine.”

Kat held a hand to the side of her head and shook in my arms.

Molly sighed and rolled her eyes. “Tommy, take her to the car.”

“The car?” I watched helplessly as he pulled her away from me and hoisted her into his arms. “You said you wouldn’t take her out of Maibe.”

“We’re not going far.” Molly took my arm and forced me to my feet. “It’s best to meet with Rochelle in a place we can be in control, and she won’t come to the meeting unless I have something she wants. Funny, I spent ten years thinking Kat was just a waste of space.”

“Rochelle’s aunt isn’t going to let her meet with you.” I clutched the strap on my bag. “Just leave Kat and I’ll . . .”

“Don’t worry. We both know she won’t ask for permission.” Molly gripped my shoulder, digging her fingers into the space above my collarbone. “Are you with us or against us? Think carefully about your answer, because it affects everyone who lives in this house.”

Her victorious smirk told me things could get far worse for all of us if I made the wrong choice. A dream-like numbness enveloped me. Just like a month earlier when I’d left Rochelle with Molly, there was nothing I could do. “I’m with you.”

“That’s better. Do you have the pendant?”

Cooperating with Molly would provide my only chance to protect Kat and Rochelle. I reached into my pocket and inched it out until it was visible to both of us between my fingers.

“Good.” She took my arm, and I slid the pendant back into hiding. “Say goodbye to all of this.” She laughed as we ascended the stairs. “You and I are part of the same family now.”
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“Rochelle will love attending the Accelerated Education Institute.” Audrie sat next to me in the back seat of Alexander’s truck as he drove us from the train station to the house. As much as Kinley had tried to discourage her from coming back to Maibe, Audrie had been adamant about discussing our situation as an entire family. “All of the students there have gone through a thorough screening process and passed rigorous tests to get in.” Lunch had been civil. Audrie’s partner, Sid, had joined us but remained in Omaha to finish some work on one of his cases. “Essentially, they’ve been recruited by the TCI because they have useful skills.”

Kinley stared through the windshield. They had been arguing about Audrie’s intentions for my future since we got on the train. “I don’t want Rochelle training to be some TCI agent. She’s already on track to be a doctor, or a teacher, or anything normal.”

“There’s no requirement for her to become a TCI agent.” Audrie spoke in a reassuring tone. “She’ll get a top-notch education and learn some real-world survival skills like all of the other students, but many of those students don’t become TCI agents. Very few of them have what it takes in the end.”

“What about the screening and the test?” I clutched one hand in the other. Kinley and Emma had kept me up on my studies, but I felt unprepared to compete with the rigorous standards of a place called the Accelerated Education Institute.

“No worries.” Audrie patted my shoulder. “I’ll vouch for all of the screening stuff, and if you’re a little behind academically, we’ll get you caught up.”

“She won’t be behind.” I wished my cousin would stop defending my abilities when Audrie meant no insult to either of us, but her in-depth questioning had given me an idea of my potential future.

I would live in a dorm room with a roommate. Academic classes went from eight until two, and skill-based classes continued for an hour or two after that. I would be allowed to write as many letters as I wanted and make phone calls on Sundays, but I wouldn’t be permitted to leave except for an occasional weekend with Audrie, and no visitors would be allowed.

“I know you’re nervous about letting her go.” Audrie sighed and crossed one leg over the other. “But I guarantee Rochelle will be safe and well cared for.”

Alexander turned onto our street and gestured toward two police cars parked in front of my house. “What’s going on now?” He swung the truck into the driveway.

Kinley sprang out of the truck before he even had it in park and ran toward the back door. I followed closely behind, trying not to imagine any terrible scenarios until I knew what had actually happened. Inside, the kitchen table had been shoved to the other side of the room and two of the chairs were toppled onto the floor. All of the mail and kitchen utensils had been swept off the counter nearest the door. A soft murmur of voices drifted in from the next room.

My cousin turned to me, wide eyes mirroring the panic gripping my chest. She took my hand, and we walked into the dining room where Emma and Todd sat across the table from two of Maibe’s new police officers.

“What’s going on?” Kinley’s voice came out weak and shaky. “Where are Kat and Charlie?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out, ma’am.” The cop who spoke nodded in our direction.

Todd’s eyes met mine, and he shook his head. I didn’t have to read his mind to understand he believed the worst-case scenario had caught us unprepared.

“Kinley, I’m sorry.” Emma stood. “I came over to check on them and found the kitchen like that. I don’t know how long they’ve been gone.”

“I’ll take things from here.” Audrie strode into the room, holding out her credentials for the police officers to see. “TCI. Is the house clear?”

“Yes.” The two officers spoke at the same time, half standing and half sitting, enthralled by my aunt’s claim to authority.

“Kinley and Rochelle, go upstairs and stay there.” Audrie took a step toward us when we didn’t move. “Right now. I need to know you’re safe so I can concentrate on finding Kat.”

“And Charlie?” Kinley didn’t move.

“I’ll do my best.” Our aunt pulled out her phone. “Now go.”

My whirling mind told me I had to stay and be part of the investigation, but if I didn’t obey Audrie, she wouldn’t find Kat. Needing to escape all of the apprehensive eyes, I looped my arm around Kinley’s waist and, without feeling my feet, walked her to the stairs. “It’ll be okay.” I repeated those words but still didn’t believe them by the time we entered my room. “We can’t panic yet.” It took every ounce of my willpower to keep my voice steady. “We don’t even know that something bad has happened. Maybe they just went to the library or the grocery store.”

“Of course it’s something bad. They wouldn’t just disappear. Kat wouldn’t leave the kitchen a mess.” She paced the few feet between my bed and the wall with her hand pressed to her forehead. “This is what I’ve been afraid of. This is . . . I should have sent all of you away, right after . . .” She collapsed onto the bed. “I was selfish, Rochelle. I was too selfish to let you go because I wanted you here with me.”

“That’s not selfish.” I sat down and rested my head on her shoulder. “You’re the most unselfish person I know. This is my fault, not yours.”

“It’s not your fault you got caught up in this mess.” Kinley sighed and slid her head against mine. “I wish I could fix this for you. For all of us. But I don’t know how.”

I studied us in the mirror over my dresser. Our slender figures melted together, gravity pulling us toward the floor, faces pale and defeated. Above our reflections, in the top corner, hung the sketch Todd had given me for Christmas. Directly below it, a folded piece of notebook paper stuck in the right angle of the mirror’s frame.

Wriggling away from my cousin, I walked to the unfamiliar paper, pulled like a nail to a magnet. With a shaking hand, I plucked it out of place and unfolded it.


Rochelle—

I need another chance to explain why we have to work together. Kat is with me. I knew you wouldn’t come unless I gave you a good reason. Meet me at the junkyard we went to with Max and Todd when we were kids. Come alone. Leave your aunt and the authorities out of it, or you won’t see your sister again. You have until sunset.

—Molly



“Rochelle, what is that?” Kinley’s reflection pleaded for hope.

Only a few months earlier, I would have told her it was nothing, then snuck out to save my sister. But the past few weeks of confiding in Kinley had rekindled our friendship and our trust.

“Promise not to panic?” I sank next to my cousin and held out the note for her to read. “I have to go.”

“No, Rochelle.” Kinley’s face drained of color before she even finished reading. “This is a trap. Just like the last time.”

Accepting the answer I expected from my cousin, I stood. “Then I have to go tell Audrie so she can fix this.”

“Wait.” She grasped my hand. “If Audrie doesn’t let you confront Molly, we won’t ever see Kat again.”

“Kinley, the sun sets in less than an hour. We can tell Audrie or I can deal with Molly myself, but we have to decide now.”

“Will Molly keep her word?” Her wide eyes met mine.

I nodded. “She’ll let Kat go. But she’ll also want me to go with her.”

“I’m not trading one of you for the other.” She rubbed her forehead. “I’m not willing to lose either of you.”

“You won’t have to.” My hand closed around the locket Max had given me, hanging against my turtleneck sweater. “Because I have this.”

My cousin looked at me as if I’d told her the snow outside would be tropical sand by morning.

“It’s a tracker. I can agree to go with Molly, she’ll let Kat go, and then Audrie can come and get me before I’m even out of the state. Just call Max. He’ll know where I am.”

Kinley raised one eyebrow at the tarnished locket. “You’re sure it works?”

“He showed me. You know Max is brilliant.” I took a backward step toward the window. “Molly, on the other hand, is impatient, and if I bring a bunch of cops with me when she clearly stated no authorities—”

“Okay, okay,” she interrupted. “But we’ll have to break one rule, because I’m going with you.” My cousin stood and glanced toward the hallway. “I guess we’ll have to use your window exit.”

“You know about that?”

Kinley zipped the coat she’d never had a chance to remove. “I know everything, Rochelle. And had you been using it to meet up with anyone other than Todd, I would have nailed it shut a long time ago.”

“Good thing you didn’t.” Pulling my gloves from my pocket, I took a backward step toward the window. The words I needed to thank Kinley for always looking out for me, and understanding even when I thought she didn’t, failed to form. I hugged her instead.

“Rochelle. What about Charlie? Why isn’t his name in the note?”

Seconds ticked by as I considered how to break the news to her. “We might have to let him go for now. He made me promise not to interfere if The Defiance got to him before he could hide.”

“Too bad, because I promised to keep them away from him no matter what.” Kinley lunged at the window and undid the latches. “Let’s go get our family back.”




CHAPTER 34

CHARLIE

December 28, 2090

“It’s s-so c-cold.” Kat shivered at my side. She only wore a sweater because I hadn’t thought about her needing a coat on my way out the door. “Can’t we g-go back to the c-car?”

“You’ll survive.” Molly shifted her weight on the rusted dryer she perched on like a throne. “It’s not my problem your sister is taking her sweet time.”

“I told you Rochelle is out of town.” I shrugged off my coat and draped it over Kat’s shoulders. We sat on an overturned bathtub in a junkyard of old appliances, mattresses, and discarded building materials on the western edge of town. “We should just let Kat go and get out of here before we get caught.” I wanted to drive her back to the house and drop her off before leaving town, but the others would never agree to that.

“Let’s ditch ’em both.” Alec paced through the snow, on his constant patrol from one end of the junkyard to the other. “This guy has done nothing to prove he’s one of us. I don’t buy it.”

“You want to try explaining that to Griff?” Molly rolled her eyes and Alec continued his patrol, crossing paths with Tommy, who covered the rest of the area.

I had considered taking Kat’s hand and making a run for it when the boys were at the farthest edges and we only had Molly to contend with. But the car was parked half a mile away on a side road and Kat’s fall had left her with a limp. I didn’t think we’d get very far.

“Did your plan backfire?” It made me feel a little better to point out Molly wasn’t as smart as she believed. “You thought telling Griff I was alive would put him on the warpath to Maibe. Now I’ll be helping him make decisions, and we both agree we have no business here.”

Kat shrank away from me a little. She couldn’t decide if I was on her side or with Molly, and I couldn’t reassure her. In order to infiltrate The Defiance and prevent them from accomplishing the worst, I had to become one of them immediately. It would have been easier without Kat next to me, reminding me of who I wanted to be and everything I was giving up.

“My plan worked perfectly.” Molly stood and stomped her feet. “I’m tired of both of you, and I don’t want Kat out in the open when Rochelle gets here.” She pointed over my head. “Take her and stash her in that chest freezer over there.”

“No. I won’t be able to breathe.” Kat stood and took a few shaky backward steps.

Molly caught her elbow and yanked her still.

“She’s right. That’s your worst idea yet.” I remained sitting, ignoring her orders.

Alec and Tommy, drawn by the commotion, stopped their patrol and waited for Molly’s response to my challenge.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion.” She spat the words at me. “She’ll have plenty of air to get her through the next hour, and Rochelle should be here by then. But if you refuse, I’m sure Alec would be perfectly willing to follow orders.”

“Gladly.” He smiled and wrapped his hand around Kat’s wrist. She recoiled and he laughed.

I sprang to my feet and ripped her from his grasp. “Go back to your surveillance.”

Turning from Molly’s satisfied grin and Alec’s disappointed scowl, I gripped Kat’s elbow and propelled her away from them toward her prison.

“You’re hurting me.” A tear zigzagged down her cheek. “Why are you helping them?”

“I don’t have another choice.” Removing my hand from her elbow, I flipped up the lid of the freezer.

“Everyone keeps saying that, but it’s not true.” She pulled her arms out of my reach and stumbled backward. “I’m leaving now. You have to let me warn Rochelle not to come here.”

Looking over my shoulder, I realized Molly was in a deep conversation with the boys. “I’m going to get you home, but you have to trust me.” Wrapping my arm around Kat, I shoved her toward the freezer.

“No. Please, Charlie. What did I ever do to you?” Her feet slid through the snow. “I want to go home now.”

“Soon.” Looping my arm around her waist, I looked into the freezer. An inch of slush sat on the bottom. It was the last place I wanted to leave her, but in this situation, the safest. “You have to help me. I only have one arm to lift you.”

Wrinkling her nose, she jumped a little so I could hoist her onto the lip of the freezer. “You fooled me, Charlie Keppler. I thought I knew you, but I’ve never been so wrong in my life.” Medieval torture would have been less painful than those words, but I took a deep breath and helped her into the freezer. As she sank away from me, the coat I’d given her caught on the band of Max’s watch still strapped to my wrist.

“Here.” I tore at the metal catch that secured it in place. After three tries and despite my opposite arm in a sling, I managed to pull it loose. “As long as you have this, Max will know where to find you. I’ll take care of everything else.”

She took it, blinking back tears. “A broken watch won’t help. Please don’t leave me here.”

“It’ll be okay.” Not caring if the others could see, I wrapped my arms around Kat and kissed her forehead. “I promise you’ll be okay.”

Although I wanted to hold her forever, I pried her hands away and gently shoved her downward so her head was below the opening. She shivered in the dirty chest, legs stretched in front of her, hands gripping the watch. I wanted to tell her that I loved her, that I wanted to stay, that I’d miss her, but there wasn’t time.

“I’m sorry.” With a shaking hand, I lowered the lid until Kat disappeared from view. Forcing my feet to trudge back through the shin-deep snow, I flipped the hood of my sweatshirt over my head and returned to Molly, who was rubbing her gloved hands together as she watched the horizon blend dark shades of pink and blue over solid white fields.

“I can see that was hard for you, but it was for the best.” She shoved her hands into her pockets, keeping her eyes on the freezer as if she expected Kat to pop out. “You have to cut your ties with the Aumonts and this entire town, or Griff is going to see right through whatever game you’re playing.”

“What about your game? You couldn’t collaborate with the council because you wanted everything your way. You can’t even see eye to eye with Rochelle. How am I supposed to believe you can work with Griff?”

“Believe it.” A smile crept over her lips. “I’m ready to work with Griff and you, if I must, to accomplish our common goals. But I would really like to work with Rochelle. Just think, if we bring her along, you could take a little piece of Maibe with you. She’s your favorite anyway, isn’t she?”

“Rochelle isn’t like us.” Aware Molly was trying to manipulate me, I turned away from her. “She didn’t even know about the pendant until you told her, and now I have it. What good is she to you?”

“There are plenty of other unanswered questions she can help us with.” Molly sighed. “You have to understand, Rochelle had a good dad. He helped her with her homework, volunteered at our school, took her with him to run errands just so they could talk . . . There’s no way she could spend all of that time with him and not pick up on what was going on. We can’t finish the puzzle without her.”

“There is no puzzle and she’s a liability.” It was my last chance to convince Molly that Rochelle wasn’t worth the risk. “Her aunt is TCI, she knows about my connection with The Defiance, she knows about you, and she knows there’s a pendant. When they all get home and find out Kat isn’t there, Audrie won’t let Rochelle out of her sight, and she’ll come looking for us. We have to get in that car right now and get out of here.”

Molly’s eyebrows slid together. “And leave Kat in the freezer?”

My chest ached as I nodded.

“Here I thought you cared about her.” She laughed. “You think you know a guy.”

Lunging forward, I clasped her shoulders and shook her. “I went through a lot to get my hands on this pendant without blowing my cover. Griff is the only brother I’ve ever known, and what we’re doing here is a betrayal of his mission.”

“Maybe, just maybe, I underestimated you.” She raised one eyebrow, unphased by my outburst. “Time will tell.”

Shoving her away from me, I closed my eyes against the long shadows spreading over the junkyard with the sun’s final minutes of daylight. I had to get them to leave before Rochelle made a predictably reckless decision. Max would check the trackers and come looking when he realized mine wasn’t moving, and they would all be free to carry on with their lives.

“Molly. We have two people approaching from the road,” Tommy shouted as he ran toward us. “Two girls our age.”

“Rochelle and Kinley, I presume. I knew she wouldn’t go to the authorities. We have an understanding much deeper than that.” Molly smirked at me. “Tommy, put something heavy on the freezer, then get Alec and go to the car. We’ll be there momentarily.” She clamped her hand over my injured shoulder. “You stay with me. Show Rochelle how easy it is to switch sides.”




CHAPTER 35

ROCHELLE

December 28, 2090

A cluster of rusted appliances and piles of discarded tires rose out of the snow ahead of us.

“You used to play here?” It was the first time Kinley had spoken since we climbed down the tree in front of our house. “Did Uncle Auggie know?”

“It was just a few times. Max was looking for parts for whatever he was inventing.” I realized I hadn’t answered my cousin’s question. “We never told anyone because we didn’t want to get in trouble.”

“Rochelle, we shouldn’t be doing this.” Kinley stopped, letting her boots sink into the snow. “This is going to give Audrie proof that I’m an irresponsible guardian.”

“We can’t go back now.” It was bad that I was disappointing my aunt again, and worse that I was dragging Kinley into it, but dealing with Audrie felt so far off. It was a problem for another day. “I’ll take all the blame and accept the consequences, but I have to get Kat before Molly hurts her.” The sun dropped lower with every passing minute. “Maybe you should wait right here and I’ll send Kat to you.”

“No way.” Kinley took my hand. “We’ll do this together or not at all.”

“Okay. Are you ready?”

“You’re sure Max will be able to find you?”

“One hundred percent.” I squeezed her hand.

“Okay.” She took a breath and a step forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

Hand in hand, we slogged through knee-high snow drifts. The closer we got to the long shadows of the discarded junk, backlit by the setting sun, the tighter I gripped my cousin’s hand.

“Rochelle, it’s about time.” Molly stepped out of the shadows with Keppler by her side. “Did you disobey the instructions to come alone on purpose, or did you forget how to read?”

“What do you want?” Kinley took a step toward Molly, but my grip on her hand kept her from getting too close.

Molly’s eyebrows slid halfway up her forehead as I pulled my cousin back to my side. “You can’t step in and fix everything this time. Rochelle has to grow up and solve her own problems, just like the rest of us.”

“Kinley is just here to take Kat home.” My heart was pounding out of my chest, but I had to keep everyone calm and find my sister. “Tell me where she is and I’ll go with you wherever you want.”

“That’s what you said last time, but I remember you weren’t particularly cooperative.” Molly turned to Keppler, who stood with his hands in his pockets and a blank expression on his face. “Charlie proved his loyalty to The Defiance by helping me kidnap your sister and stash her somewhere with a limited supply of oxygen.”

“What does that mean?” Kinley took a shuffle step back, but her eyes remained locked on Keppler. “Charlie, tell her you’re not a part of this. Tell me where you put Kat.”

His eyes, empty and unreadable, met mine. “I can’t. It’s time for me to go home.”

“You would never hurt her.” My cousin choked on the words. “After everything we’ve done for you.”

Keppler’s eyes dropped to his shoes, and he shook his head.

“Good choice.” Molly clapped his shoulder. “Your turn, Rochelle. Prove your loyalty.”

“How?” I scanned the area for clues to Kat’s location, but there were footprints going in every direction and there was no guarantee they had even brought her to the junkyard. Keppler had always been against everything Molly said. I didn’t understand why he was taking orders from her, especially when it involved Kat’s safety.

“Tell me your dad’s pass codes to get in the safe.” Molly folded her arms. “And then I’ll tell Kinley where to look for Kat.”

“What pass codes?” I couldn’t recall anything about that from our previous conversations. “You told me the pendants were the key.”

“The pendants are the key to the box they built to hold the research. The pass codes get us into the safe where the box is kept.” Molly rolled her eyes and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “According to my dad’s records, he let Auggie set the three passcodes. He told him to enter the three things he cared about the most because he figured he already knew the answer and would still have access. Here’s a little insight into your dad’s final year of life: you weren’t one of the three most important things in his life, and neither were Kat and Kinley. If you need a minute to process that, I suppose I have time.”

“We shouldn’t be here, Rochelle.” Kinley’s voice shook.

Ignoring my cousin, I kept my face as stony as possible. “You asked me for a pendant, which I didn’t find. Now you’re asking me to come up with three passcodes on the spot. I don’t know, Molly.”

She shook her head and tapped her foot in the snow. “I figured you could only handle one task at a time, which has turned out to be correct. It’s funny you couldn’t find your pendant in eight months, but Charlie found it in a few weeks when Griff asked him to.”

“What are you talking about?” My eyes slid from Molly’s scowl to Kinley’s furrowed eyebrows, and then to Keppler’s shaking head. “What is she talking about?”

“She doesn’t know about any pass codes, Molly.” Keppler stepped in front of her so his back was to us. “Her dad didn’t leave any clues behind. I’ve told you over and over that she doesn’t know anything. If we take her back with us, we’ll have the TCI on our trail. There’s nothing for us in Maibe.”

Molly shoved Keppler aside. “Think really hard, Rochelle, if you ever want to see Kat alive again. What are the pass codes?”

A distant wail congealed into the rise and fall of approaching sirens.

“We have to go, Molly.” Keppler stood behind her, nodding toward his raised bare wrist. “We’re out of time.”

“For now. But I’ll come back.” She didn’t move. “Good luck finding Kat.”

Keppler dropped his arm to his side and mouthed something I couldn’t understand. “We have to go.” He reached for Molly’s arm and pulled her away from us.

“See you around.” With Keppler’s prompting, she turned and ran with him into the deepening shadows.

“Wait.” Kinley’s voice exploded in my ear. “What about Kat?”

Keppler turned and looked at us. For a second, I thought he would change his mind and come back, but Molly clamped her hand around his wrist and pulled him behind a pile of bricks as the sirens wailed onto the road leading to the junkyard.

Kinley darted away from me, sprinting in the direction Molly and Keppler had run. I bounded after her and swerved into her path to stop her.

“Rochelle, get out of my way.” She tried to step around me, but I mirrored her movements, keeping her in place. “They have Kat. I’ll make him tell us what they did with her. We can’t let them get away.” Her breaths came in short, erratic gasps. “I should have . . . We didn’t . . .” She collapsed to her knees, crying, shaking, fighting to catch her breath.

“He was pointing at his wrist!” I knelt in front of her and held her hands in mine. “She has the watch. We’ll be able to find her.”

Kinley shook her head, unable to follow my scrambled train of thought. Over her shoulder, I watched Audrie, Alexander, and two policemen run toward us.

“What were you two thinking?” Audrie dropped to the ground and wrapped one arm around me and the other around Kinley. “I told you to stay upstairs.” Her frantic voice walked the edge of fear and anger.

“We’re sorry.” I spoke for both of us and pulled the note out of my pocket. “We had to come for Kat. There wasn’t time to . . .” My eyes jumped from the note to my aunt’s stern face. “How did you find us?”

Audrie snatched the folded paper from my hand. “Your friend Todd panicked when he discovered you snuck out. He told me about Max and the trackers.”

The last police officer escorted Max onto the scene. He held the old phone in his hand, shoulders stiff, and head bent forward. A dull ache throbbed in my chest as I processed what it meant for the police to know about his illegal use of technology. Despite his predicament, Max’s familiar grin spread across his face when he spotted me. “Rochelle, it worked!”

Kinley choked back sobs. “We didn’t . . . get Kat . . . and Charlie . . . She brainwashed him . . . or something . . .”

Alexander stepped forward, lifted Kinley to her feet, and held her close to him without a word.

Max helped me up and showed me his screen. “According to this, Keppler is still here.”

“He gave Kat his tracker,” I whispered, not wanting to reveal anything the authorities didn’t yet know about Max’s activities.

He nodded and looped his arm through mine. “I’m not going to run.” Max took a cautious step away from the police officer and led me between two towers of mattresses and around a pile of broken concrete blocks. “You guys were right. I think I’m in a lot of trouble.” He whispered so the others, following a few feet behind, wouldn’t hear.

“It’ll be okay,” I whispered back before we stopped in front of an old chest freezer with a row of concrete foundation blocks piled on top. “In there?”

Max nodded, and together we started lugging off the blocks. “Rochelle, where’s Keppler? What did Kinley mean when she said they brainwashed him?”

“He helped Molly kidnap Kat.” My chest ached and my stomach twisted into a hundred knots. “It looked like he was working for her, or with her.”

“I’m sure it’s more complicated than that.” Max glanced over his shoulder. “Let’s just find Kat. If she has the tracker, you’ll know he was actually trying to protect her.”

His hand trembled as he reached for the lid, but he mustered the courage to open it.

My sister blinked up at us, sitting in an inch of slushy water, shivering so violently she couldn’t speak. She wore Keppler’s coat and clutched his broken watch in her hands.

“She’s okay.” Max shoved the phone into my hands. “Come on. I’ll get you out of there.” He helped Kat to her feet and lifted her out of the freezer.

Her legs wobbled and she crashed into me, taking us both down to the snowy ground. I wrapped my arms around her and she huddled against me. Soon Kinley’s arms encircled both of us, and I looked up at a circle of grim faces—Audrie, Alexander, two policemen, and Max.

“Ch-Charlie w-was h-helping them,” my sister whimpered in the most heartbroken voice I had ever heard.

Audrie pulled out her phone. “I’ll get Sid up here for backup. Alexander, why don’t you drive the girls to the hospital to get Kat checked out. Fill Kinley in on the Charlie situation, and I’ll be there to conduct interviews as soon as I can.”

“What is the Charlie situation?” Kinley held firmly to Kat and me. “What is she talking about?”

“I’ll explain after Kat sees a doctor.” Alexander scooped my sister into his arms. “Come on, Rochelle.”

Max fell into step beside me, but we only made it a few steps before the police officer cleared his throat. “Not you, Max. We have a long night of contacting your parents and discussing the consequences of your actions.”

“I’ll tell Audrie you’re a hero. She’ll fix this.” I handed him the phone and pulled him into a hug. “Thank you.”

He squeezed me tight, and I knew he was afraid. “Don’t worry about me. Go take care of Kat and Alexander. I have a feeling Kinley isn’t going to like his explanation.”

“Rochelle, hurry up,” Kinley yelled from the truck.

I took a step back from Max, feeling a deep dread that neither of our lives would ever be the same, then turned and ran toward my family.




CHAPTER 36

ROCHELLE

December 29, 2090

“I’ve seen Kinley get mad at Alexander before, but not like this.” I didn’t know what else to say. Todd and I had passed the afternoon sitting shoulder to shoulder in the hallway outside Kat’s bedroom. I wanted to be close in case she needed me. The silence was only interrupted by bursts of thought I voiced out loud.

At the hospital, Alexander had told my cousin about the papers he signed that gave Audrie temporary custody of Keppler and allowed him to work as an informant for the TCI. Kinley had wavered between angry shouting and desperate crying as she stammered phrases like “We were supposed to make these decisions together” and “How could you lie to me about something so important?”

I squeezed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t cry. “She made him leave. She told him she never wanted to see him again.” Keppler was gone. Max was in deep trouble. And Kinley had kicked Alexander out of our lives. My whole world had been turned upside down and shaken.

Todd sighed. “He told me. When he left the hospital, he came to my house and told Emma she would have to give you guys a ride home in the morning.”

Kinley and I had spent the night in Kat’s hospital room. She was bruised everywhere from tumbling down the stairs, but the doctor was more concerned about the lump on her head and mild hypothermia, so he kept her for observation. She was released before lunch with directions to get plenty of rest and apply ice to anything that hurt. Emma and Todd had brought us home, and we’d just finished lunch when Audrie arrived.

A murmur of controlled arguing drifted up the stairs. I couldn’t hear the debate between my aunt and Kinley, but I knew they were fighting for control of my fate. “How long have they been at it?”

Todd looked at his watch before realizing it was just the broken tracker. “At least an hour.” He dropped his arm to his side. “How much trouble do you think Max is in?”

“Audrie said her partner is working with the local authorities on that.” I drew my knees up in front of me. We had all grown up hearing about severe consequences and reform school for kids who used unauthorized technology. “I’m not sure what that means, but I hope Sid can get him off the hook.”

“I can’t believe I sold him out.” Todd rested his head back against the wall. “After everything that’s happened, I just panicked.”

“None of this is your fault. It’s mine. As always, I got myself in over my head, and I’m so lucky I have you guys to bail me out.” My head slid to his shoulder. “And Keppler knew we would find Kat. He wouldn’t hurt her. He had no choice but to play along with them.” Every time I convinced myself he had done everything he could to protect all of us, the doubts crept in. Why hadn’t he told me about his plan with Audrie? From what Kat overheard, it sounded like he had spoken to Griff. What else had he kept from me? “He told me a few days ago that if The Defiance showed up he would stand in their way. That’s probably what he was trying to do.”

“Why would he let me believe he was going to follow Kinley’s plan if he knew he was going back to The Defiance the entire time?”

“Maybe he thought you were safer that way.” Todd took a breath and squeezed my hand. “I’ll run downstairs, see if Emma has overheard anything, and get some fresh ice packs in case Kat wakes up.”

I nodded and sat up. He had been restless since Audrie arrived. We were both worried my departure had been bumped up when I was supposed to have another week in Maibe. After Todd disappeared down the stairs, the quiet hum of the hall was shattered by Kat’s scream.

Startled, I sprang to my feet and rushed into my sister’s room. She sat in the middle of her bed, crying. “It’s okay. You’re safe.” Sliding in next to her, I folded her into my arms.

“Where were you? I kept yelling for you and Kinley, but neither of you would come.”

“It must have been a bad dream.” I pulled a wad of tissues from the box on the nightstand and dried her tears.

She sniffled and shook her head. “Promise you’ll tell Audrie you won’t go with her. She can’t make you.”

“You’ll be better off with me gone. Just me being here puts everyone in danger, and going with Audrie is my only chance to make up for it.” I had convinced myself that Audrie was right and I had some memory locked away that would help the TCI get ahead in the pendant race. That would be the only way I could ever redeem myself.

“That’s not true.” She cleared her throat and stiffly lowered herself back against her pillows. “We never should have kept Charlie. That was our only mistake.”

I couldn’t blame Keppler for what Molly had done. After all, he had been the one who gave us a way to find Kat. At least, I hoped that had been his plan.

“Hey, everything okay?” Todd peeked his head around the doorframe. “I brought new ice packs.”

“You can come in.” Kat wiped the rest of her tears away with the sleeve of her shirt.

“Audrie and Kinley are still closed up in the library.” Todd handed me the ice packs, each wrapped in a washcloth.

I took them and turned to my sister. “Where does it hurt the most?”

“My shoulder and my head.” It had been her answer since Kinley’s initial exam on the way to the hospital. “Can you open the curtain just a little?”

A single lamp in the corner lit the room for the sake of Kat’s head. I helped my sister place the ice packs while Todd slid the curtains apart a few inches to let in some of the winter sunlight.

“Thank you, Todd.” She laid back on the pillow so the left side of her head rested next to the ice.

Todd crossed the room, pulled a chair close to the bed, and sat down just as voices exploded at the bottom of the stairs.

“There has to be a way we can work this out.” I’d never heard Kinley plead with anyone. “I need more time to get her ready. I need more time to say goodbye.”

“She isn’t safe here, Kinley.” Audrie’s calm was an absolute contradiction to my cousin’s desperation. “The best thing you can do for Rochelle is sign these papers.”

Kat bolted upright and wrapped her arms around me. “Don’t go with her. Please.”

Todd froze, eyes helplessly locked with mine, as the voices reached the hallway.

“Please, Audrie.” Kinley paused in the doorway with her back to us. “I’ll do better. I can keep her safe.”

“For the past six months, you’ve been insisting that you’re an adult. That you’re perfectly capable of raising teenagers who are only a few years younger than you. And then yesterday, you made the reckless decision to take Rochelle and walk right into a trap.”

My cousin turned to me, eyes puffy from crying. “Rochelle, I’m so sorry.”

I didn’t know what she was apologizing for, but I couldn’t let her take the blame for my decisions. “It was my fault, Aunt Audrie. I said we had to hurry. I didn’t give her time to think.”

My aunt stood in the hallway, shaking her head and glaring at Todd.

He took Kinley’s arm and walked her to the bed, where she sat down beside me. He patted my knee and then slipped out of the room.

“I know you love them, Kinley. I’ve never doubted that.” Audrie approached us with a clipboard under her arm. “But you’re so young for all of this responsibility, and you’re in over your head.”

My cousin squeezed my hand so tightly I couldn’t feel my fingers. “She wants to take you back with her right now.”

“No.” Kat hugged me.

“If it helps, Sid worked some things out for your friend Max.” Audrie smiled at me, ignoring my sister and cousin. “Instead of reform school, we’re taking him back to the Accelerated Education Institute with us. He has some impressive skills we could utilize with the appropriate training.”

When I’d talked with her at the hospital, Audrie had promised to do everything possible to help Max, and she had come through in her own way. He would be developing his skills instead of being locked up with kids who had been involved in far more dangerous activities, but he would still be leaving.

“Listen to me, Rochelle.” She sat in the chair Todd had occupied earlier. “As long as Molly believes you have the information she wants, and knows where to find you, none of you are safe. We have to get you to a place where she can’t manipulate you. Starting tomorrow there will be an undercover TCI agent posted in Maibe to watch over Kat and Kinley. I’m going to make sure you’re all safe.”

During my interview, I had told Audrie everything Molly said except the part about Keppler having a pendant. That part didn’t make sense, and when I asked my aunt about my dad’s pendant she confirmed it was safely locked away in a TCI safe. She was especially interested in the pass codes Molly had mentioned, although I couldn’t help her with that information any more than I could help Molly.

“Sid is on his way over here with Max right now.” Audrie tapped her finger on the clipboard. “This is the perfect time to get you out of here. Before The Defiance has a chance to regroup. Before they come looking for you again. Do you understand?”

I didn’t want to leave so soon, but every time I chose to face Molly, I hurt my family in one way or another and I couldn’t put them through that any more. I had spent too long trying to deal with her on my own, and I needed Audrie’s help. “Yes. I understand.” Squeezing my eyes shut, I forced myself to breathe. “Kinley, it’s the only choice we have right now.”

My cousin’s hand released mine and when I opened my eyes, she had the clipboard on her lap. “This is temporary, right?” Her pen hovered over the signature line. A tear dripped onto the document. “When this is over, I’ll get her back?”

“When the danger has passed, I’ll bring her home.” The way Audrie phrased it gave me the impression she didn’t expect the danger to pass anytime soon.

“No, Kinley. Don’t.” Kat lunged for the pen, but I caught her and held her. “If you send Rochelle away, I’ll never forgive you.”

“Shhh. It’ll be okay.” I rocked her gently back and forth. “We can still talk. I’ll write to you so much it’ll be like I never left.”

“It’s not the same.” She fought to free herself from my bear hug, but I wouldn’t let her go. “If you leave, I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

Her words pinched my heart as Kinley’s hand scrawled her signature across the paper and handed it back to our aunt.

“You’ve made the right decision.” Audrie stood. “Rochelle, you have five minutes to get some things together. Pack light. We can buy anything that isn’t provided by the school.”

I let go of Kat as Audrie left the room. Tears streaking her face, my sister sank back into her pillow and turned away from me. If I stopped to think, I would cry, so I forced myself to move.

“I’m so sorry.” Kinley couldn’t meet my eyes. “I really thought I could keep you safe. I never thought Charlie would betray us like that. I’ll do better if I ever get you back.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong.” Ignoring her tears, I hugged Kinley, trying to memorize the comfort so I could take it with me. “I love you. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

“I love you too.” She held onto my hand even when I stood. “Have a safe trip and don’t be afraid. Everything will be okay.”

Nodding, I rested my hand on Kat’s shoulder. “I love you. Even if you never speak to me again.” Leaning forward, I kissed the top of her head, but she didn’t respond.

“I’ll stay with them, Rochelle.” Emma wrapped her arms around me and I was thankful for her steady calm, how she was always there when we needed her.

As if walking through a dream, I crossed the hall to my room and mindlessly tossed clothes into my duffel bag. The only time I’d been away from home for more than a night had been almost a year earlier when I went to Omaha with Kinley, and she had done most of the packing for me. It was the trip I’d cut short to come home and help Keppler. I believed that was the reason we’d met in the first place. We were supposed to help each other because nothing happened by chance. I didn’t have time to think about where that left me now.

What did I need if I wouldn’t be home for months or even years? Scanning my room, I selected Todd’s last drawing from my mirror and the last Aumont family picture, before the fever, from my dresser. On final thought, I opened my dresser drawer and pulled out the hummingbird charm bracelet my dad had given me before going to the hospital for the last time.

I tucked all of it into the side pocket of my bag, zipped it shut, and carried it into the hallway. Emma’s soothing voice comforted Kat and Kinley as I walked away, unsure when I would see them again.

Todd sat on the landing and pulled himself to his feet as I descended the first set of stairs. “I know you have to go. Do you still promise to write every day?”

Dropping my bag, I threw my arms around him. “Twice a day.” A few of my tears soaked into his shirt before I could pull myself together. “Will you look after them for me?”

“I’ll check in on them every day.” He kissed the top of my head. “Don’t forget about me while you’re away. I love you, Rochelle.”

“I could never forget about you.” Holding his face in my hands, I brushed a tear from his cheek with my thumb. “I love you no matter where I am, and that will never change.”

“Rochelle,” Audrie called. “Time to go.”

Without another word, Todd picked up my bag and walked me through the house to the back door. There, I put on my coat and shoes, Sid took my bag, and I walked with him and Audrie to the car parked in the driveway.

Sid opened the back door for me and I slid in next to Max.

“Are you okay?” He rubbed his eye with the back of his hand, but I couldn’t tell if he had been crying.

I shook my head, and the tears I had fought to hide from Kinley and Todd rushed to my eyes. “It’s all happening too fast.”

“I know.” Max held his arms open and I leaned into his embrace. “At least we’ll be together. I was a little afraid before, but now that I have my best friend and the only person brave enough to be my assistant with me, I’m kind of excited.” He glanced out the window where Audrie and Sid were in deep conversation. “You know we’re going to spy school, right?”

Despite my tears, I laughed because he said it like a little kid on his way to get ice cream after school. At least I had Max, unlike Keppler out there with The Defiance. Whatever lies he told himself, he didn’t belong with them and didn’t deserve to be miserable.

Sid and Audrie got into the car, and Max squeezed my hand as we backed out of the driveway. In the kitchen window, Todd waved and I waved back, not sure whether he could see me or not. Then I watched the only home I’d ever known fade behind me.




CHAPTER 37

CHARLIE

December 29, 2090

“Did you ever stop calling Rochelle and Max by their last names?” Molly sat back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other.

“Nope.” I sat in the chair next to hers in Griff’s office and stared at his unoccupied desk. When I had left The Defiance camp, he hadn’t had an office and I never imagined I’d be sitting in one waiting to meet with him.

“You don’t do that with anyone else. Why them?”

Molly had peppered me with nonstop questions during our half-hour wait. I wasn’t in the mood to talk, and I wished Griff would just show up already. We had spent half the night driving to Kansas City, taking all gravel roads to avoid any authorities or TCI agents looking for us. When we arrived, I had trudged to my old room, which, as Griff had claimed, was exactly as I had left it. Exhausted, I crawled into bed and waited for the sweet escape of sleep, but every time I had closed my eyes, I heard Kat pleading with me not to leave her in the freezer and saw the betrayed look on Kinley’s face. So I spent the rest of the night staring at the ceiling.

When the first light had slanted through my window, I was startled by a knock at the door. I had opened it to a tray of breakfast on the floor and a note inviting me to a meeting with Griff at ten.

“Well? What’s with Aumont and Delgado?” Molly’s relentless questions broke into my thoughts.

“Everyone I’ve ever met in my life has been suspicious of my intentions.” If the truth would shut her up, she could have it. “Even my own family sensed something dark in me, but not Rochelle and Max. The first time I met them, we were practically in a scene from a murder movie, and they were chatting with me like I was their old pal.” That chance meeting on a dark road felt like it had happened ten years ago. “So I had to be the one to distance myself. I knew this day would eventually come.”

“Did you?” Molly turned to me. “Did you really think Griff would invite you back, or were you afraid he would find you and kill you?”

“What’s the difference?” I slumped and stretched my legs out in front of me. “None of it matters anymore.” The door creaked open behind me, but I didn’t turn.

“Hey, kid. Welcome home.” Griff’s voice boomed and his hand clamped over my shoulder. “I didn’t expect to see you for a few more days.”

“I was just as surprised when Molly showed up and said, ‘Change of plans.’”

“That’s what I heard from Tommy.” Griff walked around his desk and plopped into his chair. “Molly, didn’t we just have a talk about conducting unauthorized business? I thought we were in agreement that you’d clear it with me first.”

“You were out of town,” she snapped. “It was my best chance to catch the Aumonts off guard, and I couldn’t pass it up.”

“And what do you have to show for it?” Griff’s voice remained even and his muscles stayed relaxed. “The TCI out looking for you? How many times do I have to tell you that town and that Aumont girl are dead ends?”

“She knows the pass codes, Griff.” Molly stood and placed her hands on her hips. “I could see it on her face.”

Griff sighed and shook his head. I’d never seen him have a polite disagreement with anyone. “Charlie was our inside guy. What’s the verdict, kid? Do any of the Aumonts know anything useful?”

“They didn’t even know they were connected to all of this until Molly clued Rochelle in.” I sat up straight. “They’re not worth our time.”

“He doesn’t know anything.” Molly’s voice rose to a screech. “The way Rochelle reacted to my comment about him finding the pendant makes me think his isn’t even real. I’ll bet he made a fake just to save his butt.”

I slid the pendant from around my neck and tossed it onto Griff’s desk. “It’s the real thing. Unlike Molly, I keep my word.”

Griff held his hands up. “The three of us are a team from now on, whether you two like it or not.” He picked up the pendant and smiled as he examined it. “Molly, it’s about time you put the past behind you.”

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes.

“Come on. Don’t be mad.” Shoving it in his pocket, he winked at her. “I’ll take you to lunch. Go get ready and I’ll be at your door in half an hour.”

“Whatever.” She turned and strode across the room. “Don’t be late like you were for this meeting.”

Griff chuckled and shook his head as her heels clicked in the hallway. “I’ve known her since we were little kids. Our families would vacation together twice a year.” He wore a lovesick expression I’d never expected to see on his face. “She’s always been a spitfire.”

My stomach churned and I thought I would throw up. “Are you two . . .”

“It’s complicated.” Griff stood and brushed imaginary dust from the pocket of his suit jacket.

“She’ll stab you in the back the first chance she gets.” It was my immediate instinct to let them destroy each other, but Molly was so much smarter than Griff. She reached into people’s hearts and ripped out whatever emotions she could use to manipulate them. The only thing worse than Griff leading The Defiance would be Molly leading The Defiance.

“I can handle her.” He looked me up and down. “Starting in the new year, your role with The Defiance will be twofold. First, you’ll accompany me for all business related to the pendant, and for that you’ll need better clothes. I set your appointment with the tailor for Wednesday. How much longer are you in the sling?”

Head spinning, I tried to focus. “Uh, three or four more weeks.” He nodded. “We have two doctors on our payroll. I’ll have one come in and give us an updated prognosis.”

“Great.” I didn’t want to see a tailor or a doctor. I wanted to call my family and make sure Kat was safe. I wanted to go home. But I couldn’t do either of those things ever again. Rochelle, Kat, Kinley, and the others in Maibe were worth protecting. I would sacrifice everything good in my life so they would be safe, so they could have a future, so they would never have to live in a country under Defiance control.

“Charlie? You okay?” Griff leaned back on his desk, arms folded in front of him.

“Yeah. Fine.”

“You’re upset about Molly interfering with our plans.” He sighed and ran a hand over his short hair. “It’s for the best. Your second responsibility might cheer you up. After I read your writing, I realized your talent is exactly what we need to publish our own newsletter and distribute it as we expand. You know, let other kids like us know we have a place for them.” His eyes narrowed. “Make them understand we’re their only hope, and the future will be incredible if they stick with us. If I get the printing equipment, you can spread our message. Right?”

“I guess I can try, but what about the TCI? They’ll come looking for us.” Arguing with Griff would have been pointless, and I had to get a handle on everything pendant related in order to prevent any more progress.

Griff laughed. “Don’t tell Molly, but we don’t have to worry about the TCI. Between you and me, we have an inside guy. I know all of their moves ahead of time, and they have no intention of getting anywhere near here.”

My stomach twisted but I swallowed back the nausea. It didn’t surprise me that the TCI was corrupt—Lareina had warned me about that—but I didn’t expect an affiliation with The Defiance. If Griff was telling the truth, I had to assume Audrie was unaware of the leak in her organization. If I worked with her as an informant, would Griff be notified by his informant?

I stood and paced the room, trying not to look like I was about to throw up. “And where are we at with the pendants?”

“We have four of them. Thanks to you.” He patted his pocket. “According to my informant, the TCI has at least two. We’ll deal with that later. For now, I want to track down Brandon Davis. His last known address was in Denver, Colorado. That was a year ago, but I have some leads. The guy’s on the run and we’re going to catch up.”

“Of course.” The image of autumn leaves and blue sky on the day Griff spoke with Roger Zimmer flashed through my mind, along with the article describing Zimmer’s murder. “Is Molly right? Do we really need pass codes before the pendants even matter?”

Griff waved a hand. “That’s a recently discovered setback, but I’m hoping Davis can give us some insight. He was more closely aligned with Auggie’s beliefs, so they probably shared information. Far more likely he knows the codes than Auggie’s kids.” He shook his head. “I love having Molly around, but she can be so illogical and stubborn when she sets her mind to something. Anyway . . .” He crossed the room and stepped in front of me. “Those are problems for tomorrow. My brother’s home, and we should celebrate. Dinner tonight? You choose the place and I’ll buy.”

“Sounds great.” I hadn’t been able to eat anything since leaving Kat, and I doubted tonight would be any different.

Griff walked me to the door. “All right. Meet me up here at six. Until then, get some rest. You look like you haven’t slept in weeks.”

“Sure thing.” I shuffled to the door then turned around. “Hey, Griff, you said even when you thought I betrayed you, you wouldn’t have killed me. If I hadn’t escaped, what would have happened?”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I felt rotten after I beat you up, and the longer I thought about it the more I doubted Shane’s accusations. You must have taken off minutes before I came down to talk to you and let you out.”

I wanted to believe his story. After everything I’d given up, I needed the comfort of knowing at least one person cared, even if it was in his own twisted way. “You’ve been looking for me this whole time?”

“I didn’t have a clue where to begin, but I had everyone keeping their eyes and ears open.” He rubbed the side of his face. “Then Molly mentioned a Charlie Keppler arriving in Maibe and staying with the Aumont family. I took that as a sign, like it was all meant to be. Even our little skirmish put you in a position to carry out another step of our mission.”

“Right.” I nodded. Only Griff could call it “a little skirmish” when he’d beaten me to the point I could barely walk. But he was right about the rest. After everything I’d been through, how could I believe any moment of my life occurred at random? No matter what happened to me, serendipitous miracles or ominous disasters, they all led back to the pendants because nothing happened by chance.
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Seventeen-year-old Lareina has no family, no home, and no last name. What she does have is an oddly shaped pendant and Detective Russ Galloway who would follow her across the country to take it from her.

Through her own resilience and wit, Lareina has survived her teenage years in a chaotic and crumbling world by stealing what she needs. Hoping to escape the detective and discover the truth about her pendant, Lareina flees the city.

On her journey she meets Nick and Aaron who remind her how much she has missed feeling a connection to other people. Together they learn survival is impossible unless they can learn to trust each other. With every mile they travel, Lareina races to escape the past and discover the truth.
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The brand burned into Charlie’s arm is a constant reminder that family doesn’t exist, people only care about their own selfish interests, and a handful of pendants, if united, could lead to negative consequences for the entire world. All he wants is to escape his perilous past and the people who want him dead. By accident, he arrives in the small town of Maibe, Nebraska where he has the chance to change his life and start over.

Rochelle is trying to pick up the pieces and move forward after a year filled with loss and illness. She just wants to take care of her family, prevent her home from becoming a ghost town, and save the world if she has time. When an old friend shares secret information about pendants that could save millions of lives, she finds herself and everyone she loves plunged into a world more dangerous than she could ever imagine.

As it becomes clear that nothing happens by chance, Charlie and Rochelle must face the trauma of their pasts and work together to ensure tomorrow will be better for everyone.
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