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      The air in the menagerie is rank with the smell of blood and vomit. The floor of the cell feels unsteady beneath my feet.

      I stare blindly at the tray of food Aldrich just slid into my cell.

      Nothing makes any sense.

      “Aldrich, what do you mean?” I scream after the doctor’s retreating form.

      My voice cracks with fear.

      Aldrich’s phone rings and he answers it. He doesn’t pause in his retreat.

      “No. Just a fall,” he snaps impatiently at the person on the other end.

      Why would he be trying to hide what I did from anyone?

      He sounds harassed. Anxious. “Nothing to worry about.”

      He kills the call and drops the phone as he tries to pocket it with shaking hands. It skids across the floor.

      I pound my fists on the walls of my prison, my head pounding.

      “Aldrich, stop!” I shout desperately. “What have I set in motion?”

      My mind races over what Aldrich just told me:

      Edward’s son is a Savant.

      Edward wants to assemble The Triptych.

      Our memory disks synced when we met.

      Aldrich bends down to pick up the phone, his momentum carrying him closer to the Menagerie exit.

      I can’t let him leave me down here.

      I need answers.

      Now, Aura.

      I try to focus on his panicked, scattergun thoughts, pushing through sickening pain to get inside of his head. I wince at the exertion. If I’m not careful, I’m going to pass out again.

      The connection is thin, but for a second, I'm able to push the doctor off course.

      He stumbles like a man with vertigo, grabbing for the wall of the closest cell for balance, but I’m not strong enough to knock him down entirely.

      The connection breaks.

      Aldrich looks at me in disbelief as I sag against the wall of my cell, fighting to stay upright.

      “Are you trying to kill yourself?” he wheezes. “Did you not hear a word I said to you?”

      Right.

      He had been remarking on the kamikaze way I use my Gift… Why would he even care?

      I throw up again, wiping my mouth on my bloodied sleeve.

      “Please,” I say, pressing my palms and my forehead against the glass, ignoring both the vomit and the doctor’s rebuke. “What happens if Edward assembles The Triptych? What do you mean I don’t know what I’ve started? What are you so afraid of?”

      He rubs his forehead with a shaking hand, only half-talking to me. “Edward Law isn’t a stable man. The Triptych in his hands could destroy everything.”

      He looks at me directly, his eyes hooded. “We need to find Edward, Aurora. Before it’s too late.”

      I glare back at him.

      “I know you hope you can save your parents,” he says. “And you may. It may only be a matter of time before Robert Wolfe is removed from power. But there are other elements at play that you know nothing about. And if Edward Law assembles The Triptych, no one will be safe.”

      Fear curls in the pit of my stomach.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Mum’s reaction when I told her about working with Edward swirls around in my head with Aldrich’s unspoken ‘cataclysm.’

      I don’t know what to think.

      I just know I have to save Dad.

      I open my eyes.

      Aldrich is still on the other side of the glass, staring at me. I meet his gaze, pushing down my doubts, and fire back at him defiantly.

      “I’m the Influencer. Edward can’t do anything without me – and I’m not about to help him create a cataclysm.”

      Aldrich’s eyes flicker.

      He didn’t know I’d heard his thought before.

      “I just want my family safe,” I tell him.

      “If your memory disk synced with Edward’s as you suspect,” Aldrich says. “We don’t know what he’s capable of, even without you.”

      “Then let me out. Let me help you,” I try.

      I need to see Mum.

      I can’t keep her safe if I’m a prisoner down here.

      If Aldrich would just let me out, if I could talk to her again... I’d be able to figure out what to do.

      “We’ll find Edward together,” I say. “You need me to help you –”

      “No. I need you to be quiet,” Aldrich snaps, anger overtaking his fear.

      “I need you to say and do nothing unless and until I tell you to.”

      More of his unspoken thoughts hiss over the static in my mind, barely audible:

      … all-out war…

      … neutralize the threat…

      … can’t let him know…

      Again, he turns to go.

      “Wait. Please. You’re not going to leave me here?” I almost choke on the fear clogging my throat.

      He doesn’t look back as he drags himself to the menagerie exit like a man wading through tar.

      “Aldrich! When are you coming back?”

      Ignoring me, he heaves himself up the short flight of steps and out of my view.

      “Dr. Aldrich!”

      The door to the menagerie creaks open and clangs shut again, leaving me with no answers to push away the fear he left behind.

      Trembling, I pace my cell like one of Robert’s mutant creations.

      How did everything get so messed up?

      Did Edward lie to me?

      Why didn’t he get Dad out of the Eden Wing while they were rescuing Rivers?

      He had your father arrested…

      Was that why Mum was afraid when I told her about Edward?

      I shake my head, trying to discount Aldrich's words.

      How can I believe anything he says? He’s the man who created The Chair, who imprisoned Edward and Neeve in the bunker, and who has kept Robert Wolfe in power since the Great Unrest.

      No. I won’t believe him. Edward is not a danger to me.

      But while Aldrich might be playing me to protect himself from some kind of revenge from Edward, right now, he's my only hope for an ally.

      I examine my prison with eyes burning from exhaustion. There’s no lock on the cell door to pick. No AI with a thought pattern I can alter. No blade, gun, or grenade to fight my way out.

      Ignoring Aldrich’s order to keep quiet, I kick away the food tray he left, grab the plastic water bucket from the floor of my cell and crack it against the glass wall in frustration.

      The bucket shatters.

      The glass remains flawless.
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      Every cell in my body aches, and my hair is plastered to my face with a veil of sweat. I'm hot one minute and cold the next, in the grip of some kind of fever.

      It feels as if hours have passed since Aldrich left.

      Huddling on the floor, wrapped in a scratchy old blanket left in the cell, I stare blindly at the crusty pool of bloody puke in the corner. I sweat and shake, hoping to recover – or at least conserve –  something of my energy.

      A snow-white, eight-limbed cat watches me with mild disinterest from the opposite cell.

      In my woozy semi-consciousness, I fantasize about what I'll do to whoever comes for me.

      And I know they will come for me, regardless of Robert’s anger. The President will have to put me back on display sooner or later. The press will wonder where their headlines went, especially with The Assembly coming.

      I wonder what they would think if they could see me right now.

      ‘Aurora Jax. The girl everyone is talking about…’

      I grit my teeth.

      As soon as the cell door opens, I’ll summon up every last ounce of my Gift and hurl whoever is on the other side as far away from me as I can – and then I’ll run.

      Or maybe I can knock them out enough to let me crawl out of here, at least.

      I’ll go get Mum.

      We’ll figure out how to rescue Dad and get out of The Society once and for all.

      There’s only one gigantic flaw in that plan: I already used the last ounce of my strength to influence Aldrich, and I don't know how long it will take me to recover without Edward’s help.

      I’m trapped inside this unbreakable glass box, and only Aldrich knows I’m down here.

      The cat stretches all eight of its legs and yawns, revealing tiny, pointed teeth. It walks to the front of the enclosure and sniffs the air.

      I fall in and out of waking nightmares, my mind racing, losing track of time.

      The clang of a door jerks me into the present.

      Tripping over its legs, the cat scrambles to the back corner of its cell and curls up into a quaking ball. I stagger to my feet, pulling the blanket around my thin pajamas, preparing myself to take on whatever is coming.

      I hear footsteps.

      There’s more than one person.

      I listen for the thought imprints, but there is only static in my head.

      The smell of rotting meat merges with the scent of vomit in my cell.

      Cogs.

      Instinctively, I reach down to grab a sharp piece of plastic from the broken bucket and hide it in the folds of the blanket. It’s not much of a weapon, but it’s better than nothing.

      The footsteps stop outside my cell. I look up defiantly and suck in the foul air, stunned to see the last face I expected staring in from the other side of the glass.

      “Seb,” I whisper, searching my friend’s bloodshot hazel eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      So much for my plan to disable Aldrich’s henchman with a blast of white-hot energy to the cerebral cortex.

      For a moment, Seb looks shaken at the state I'm in, but he recovers quickly, hiding his reaction behind a mask of indifference.

      He is flanked by a pair of fully-armed Cogs.

      Whoever sent him isn’t taking chances.

      “We’re here to escort you to a Clinic Inc.,” Seb says brusquely, gesturing with the small black medical case he’s carrying. His voice is muffled through the glass.

      “Why?” I ask, alarmed.

      He swallows and then glances at the tattoo on my wrist. "Your barcode is being removed."

      I blink.

      “Now?” I frown. “What time is it?” It must still be the middle of the night. “Where’s Aldrich?”

      Seb won’t look me in the eye. “Dr. Aldrich is waiting for you.”

      My stomach churns.

      He’s lying.

      Why?

      They’re going to recalibrate me, just like Robert promised.

      "No, wait." I back up, away from the door. "Aldrich said we could make a deal."

      “Don’t fight this, Aura,” Seb says, his voice low.

      I shake my head.

      This isn’t happening.

      “Get a move on,” one of the Cogs says, and Seb nods.

      As he does, I notice a flashing piece of metal embedded into the side of his neck, partially hidden by the collar of his shirt.

      My gaze jerks up to meet his. What is that?

      Seb squeezes his eyes shut for a second and then looks at me. “Hold your hands up where we can see them.”

      I do as I'm told, dropping the shard of plastic. I can't take my eyes off the flashing silver implant.

      He’s a prisoner.

      I should never have pulled him into any of this.

      Seb holds his Telepathe ID against the key panel at the side of the cell. There is a mechanical clicking sound as the door slides open.

      As Seb steps into the cell with me, the Cogs raise their guns in unison, ready to shoot if I make any false moves. The door closes behind him.

      He puts his medical case down on the floor.

      “What did they do to you?” I ask under my breath.

      “Not now, Aura,” he mutters, bending down and opening the medical case. He takes out a long silver needle and a small vial filled with pale gray liquid.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as he fills the needle with the liquid. “Seb?”

      “It's to keep you calm.” He replaces the vial and then moves slowly toward me as if I might be a wild animal. “So we can transport you safely.”

      I wish my head weren't full of static. I wish I could hear his thoughts. I wish I could understand what is going on.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “This is going to hurt.”

      I try to remember a time when something wasn't hurting. That morning at the food bank, maybe, when Seb told us we could get out of The Society.

      The day all of this started.

      It feels like a lifetime ago.

      He moves closer, and I can smell his aftershave.

      Gently, he brushes my sweat-soaked hair away from the side of my face.

      “I’m sorry,” he says again quietly, pushing the needle into the side of my neck. I close my eyes as a burning pain floods my body.

      My mind numbs, and my thoughts fall away. There's a whistling sound in my ears.

      I sag against the cell wall, breathing heavily.

      Seb puts the needle away.

      A pair of handcuffs appear from somewhere, and he clips them around my wrists.

      The cell door slides open.

      “Out,” one of the Cogs commands.

      I step forward, the blanket falling from my shoulders. My legs wobble beneath me.

      Seb grabs my arm. “I’ve got you.”

      “Seb –”

      His voice is almost inaudible. “Do as they say, and we’ll get through this.”
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      Seb stays by my side as the Cogs escort us past the animal pens toward the menagerie exit. Dozens of inquisitive eyes watch us go.

      Outside, it's still dark.

      “What day is it?” I whisper.

      “Sunday,” Seb replies.

      That means that my fight with Lex, my trip to The Telepathe with Seb, seeing Dad, my showdown with Robert, my confrontation with Aldrich – all happened only yesterday.

      And there is now less than a week until Dad’s execution.

      The autumn air is cold, and I shiver as my bare feet sink into the soggy ground. Up ahead, an ambulance waits with its lights off.

      I stumble on the uneven pathway, and Seb grabs my arm again to steady me.

      As he does, an image of the two of us on the run rushes into my head and then disappears like a candle being snuffed out.

      One of the Cogs opens the ambulance's side door, and we climb in. Seb sits next to me in the back row. The Cogs sit in front.

      A clock on the dashboard reads 4:17 a.m.

      “We’re on our way,” one of the Cogs says into his CASS monitor, while the other sets our destination on the navigation pad above the side door. The door slides shut as the ambulance starts up, and we rumble onto the driveway leading out of the presidential estate.

      Seb scratches carefully at the silver implant in his neck.

      I glance at him, and he glances back at me. I wish we were alone.

      “Here,” he says, pulling a canvas bag from underneath his seat. “Dr. Aldrich sent these.”

      He opens the bag, and I see that it contains socks, a cardigan, and slippers.

      I lift my wrists off my lap, and the cuffs clink together. “You'll have to give me a hand.”

      He pulls the socks over my freezing feet and pushes them into the slippers, then drapes the cardigan around my shoulders.

      As his hand grazes the bare skin on my neck, the interior of the ambulance disappears, and another image flashes into my mind.

      I can see myself through Seb’s eyes, climbing into a cab outside of The Telepathe.

      I’m in my evening gown, looking back at him, my eyes wide.

      It's a tiny scrap of memory – a freeze-frame of a moment in time – and it disappears as quickly as it came.

      I swallow.

      What’s happening to me? Why am I seeing Seb’s memories?

      Puzzled, I look at him. He’s staring at me with a weird intensity.

      Does he know what I’m seeing?

      … hear me?…

      His unspoken thoughts burst into my head.

      …questioning…

      Seb has never tried to speak to me telepathically before.

      I attempt to work out what that means.

      Does he know what I am? Has Aldrich told him about my Gift?

      … Aura?...

      "It's no good," I say under my breath.

      … try…

      He’s staring at me, willing me to hear him, but his thoughts are buried beneath layers of static.

      His hand grazes mine again, and another memory enters my mind: me, angry, standing at his front door.

      ‘Remember me, your friend?’ I hear myself say.

      I wonder…

      I glance at the Cogs. One of them is scrolling through messages on his CASS monitor. The other is staring out of the window. Neither is paying us any attention.

      The handcuffs clink again as I reach for Seb’s hand.

      He frowns.

      Show me, I mouth silently, remembering my first encounter with Edward. Maybe I can make that same connection with Seb?

      His hand is warm.

      An electric shock runs through me as our fingers intertwine.

      The Cogs become a motionless blur as our minds lock together outside of time.

      I see the cab door close in his memory from the Telepathe. I watch through his eyes again as it drives away into the night.

      I take a breath, looking around the ambulance, fighting waves of nausea.

      The Cogs are oblivious.

      … what…

      The flash of thought draws my attention back to Seb. I notice a trickle of blood pooling beneath his nose, and this time, as our eyes meet, it’s as if someone has taken a video off pause and pressed fast-forward.

      It’s just like being back in the bunker, meeting Edward.

      Seb's memories are my memories, and mine are his.

      As he sees what happened to me, I see what happened to him in the hours since we left The Telepathe.

      My mind scrolls through image after image, processing, evaluating, filing away:

      Seb at home.

      Cogs in the house – eight of them.

      ‘YOU’RE COMING WITH US!’

      Shouting, smashing, everything broken.

      The back of a van.

      An interrogation room.

      ‘SHE’S GIFTED, YOU FOOL.’

      ‘DID SHE TELL YOU WHERE HE IS?’

      An operating table.

      Aldrich holding the silver implant aloft.

      Blackness, pain.

      ‘YOU WANT HER TO END UP IN THERE?’

      ‘I WILL END YOU BOTH.’

      An office.

      Aldrich handing over a glass vial…

      The images fade to a series of outlines as I struggle to maintain the connection.

      My grip on his hand weakens, and I sway.

      “Keep your hands to yourselves,” one of the Cogs growls, and Seb lets go of me as if he’s been scalded.

      Back in the present, we both slump in our seats. My mind is reeling, my pulse racing. Black spots dance in front of my eyes.

      I try to compose myself, not daring to look back at Seb.

      Even though I can’t hear his thoughts, I can feel his confusion.

      We travel on in silence.

      It’s 4:56 a.m. when we get to the Clinic Inc.

      The ambulance pulls to a stop, and the Cogs order us to our feet.

      The doors slide open, and Seb helps me up.

      “What just happened?” he asks under his breath.

      I shake my head. I can't explain it – not now, anyway.

      We step out into a small parking lot at the back of a deserted Clinic Inc.

      The neon lights in front are off; the turquoise-and-white sign is still unlit. I have no idea where in The Society we are.

      The doors slide open and an AI orderly steps out, rolling a wheelchair toward us.

      “Hello, Aurora Jax,” he says, his cold violet eyes fixed on mine. “I’ve been expecting you.”
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      “Take a seat,” the AI says to me, indicating the wheelchair. “Dr. Goodman, you’re needed at The Telepathe.”

      The automatic doors slide shut behind him as he moves toward Seb.

      “Where’s Dr. Aldrich?” I ask, stalling for time to figure out an escape route.

      One of the Cogs shoves me toward the wheelchair. “Sit down, Jax.”

      Reluctantly, I sit with my cuffed hands in my lap.

      “A new Savant has been installed to replace SR4,” I hear the AI say to Seb in a low voice. I feel a spurt of hope. The Society still hasn’t located Rivers – or Edward.

      “It will require close monitoring for the next 48 hours.” The AI speaks to Seb rather like a colleague instead of a prisoner. “Dr. Aldrich will meet you in the sub-basement at noon.”

      I catch Seb’s eye, and he gives me a slight nod as he removes my handcuffs.

      He told me we’d get through this. I wish I could work out whether he is just trying to make me feel better or if he knows something that will save us that I don’t.

      Again, the image of Seb and me on the run flashes in my mind’s eye.

      The AI turns his attention back to me. I watch Seb and the two Cogs disappear into the shadows of the darkened parking lot.

      “Ms. Jax,” the AI says. “My name is Echo. I am Dr. Aldrich’s assistant.”

      He kneels to strap me into the wheelchair, tugging restraints around my ankles and my torso.

      I notice dried blood beneath his fingernails.

      “Is this necessary?” I shuffle in my seat, but I haven’t the strength to stop him.

      “It’s protocol.” Echo spins the wheelchair around, lifts it over the edge of the sidewalk, and wheels me toward the doors of the Clinic Inc. They slide open as we approach, and Echo pushes me down a long corridor, his shoes squeaking as he walks.

      Yellow emergency lights illuminate the vinyl floor of the Clinic Inc., and artificial potted plants flank each doorway. I hear the distant groan of pipes and running water.

      “Is Robert here?” I ask with a sudden sense of foreboding. He’d have needed treatment after I used my Gift on him. “President Wolfe?”

      “The President’s whereabouts are not your concern,” Echo says.

      I swallow.

      We pass a darkened waiting area where a vending machine hums in the corner. I notice a glowing white fish swimming circles in a bowl hovering above the empty reception desk.

      Echo stops at a door marked Wet Room. He pushes the door open, and I see a deep bath filling rapidly with steaming antiseptic-smelling water.

      “You will clean yourself up here,” Echo instructs. “There are fresh clothes on the sill.”

      He loosens the straps, then goes to the bath.

      He turns off the water, rolls up his sleeve, and crouches down to dip an elbow in. Satisfied with the temperature, he stands and heads for the door.

      “Knock when you’re done,” he says.

      With effort, I get out of the chair, scanning the room for an escape route. There are no windows. No other doors. Every surface is covered in a thin layer of dust, and a cobweb hangs from a corner of the ceiling, swaying gently.

      Echo locks the door behind him as he leaves, and a red light comes on above the frame.

      Alone, I peel off my sweaty, puke-splattered pajamas and throw them in a heap on the tiled floor.

      I climb into the bath and let the hot water soothe my aching limbs. Holding my breath, I dunk my head under completely.

      When I come up for air, I hear voices outside the door.

      It’s Echo and… is that Aldrich? I strain to hear.

      “…cameras… monitors…”

      “… off, Dr. Aldrich.”

      “… any leaks to the press… President… utmost discretion…”

      “… laser ready.”

      “… the facility?”

      “…locked in… late breakfast.”

      Feeling ninety years old, I haul myself out of the bath, grab a towel to dry myself, and dress in the pale grey sweatpants and T-shirt that have been left out for me. I push my damp feet into the slippers and bang on the door.

      “I’m done,” I call out.

      The red light signaling the locked door turns green as the door opens, and Echo marches back into the room.

      “Sit,” he says, pushing the wheelchair toward me.

      “Where is Dr. Aldrich?” I ask.

      Echo pulls the plug out of the bath and bundles up my discarded clothes.

      “I heard you talking to him,” I say over the sucking noise of bath water draining away.

      “Sit,” he repeats.

      I do as he says, and he wheels me out of the Wet Room.

      “The President has ordered the removal of your tattoo and a recalibration.”

      I swallow. “What?”

      My heart starts to pound as the AI wheels me toward ‘Room 3.’

      “I need to speak to Dr. Aldrich.” My mouth is dry. “Please?”

      I gasp as Echo suddenly yanks my hair back, bringing tears to my eyes. “You don’t need to speak to the doctor. And if you don’t shut up, I’ll make you shut up. You might be the President’s stepdaughter, but you have no power here,” he hisses into my ear.

      The shock of his words silences me.

      Echo raises his head for the facial recognition scanner at the side of the door and wheels me inside.

      The sparsely-furnished room holds a hospital bed, a day chair, and a trolley filled with bottles, tubes, and cotton swabs. It smells of antiseptic. A tall, silver machine that looks like a telescope on wheels stands at the end of the bed.

      "Protect your eyes,” Echo instructs, handing me a pair of yellow safety goggles. “Get onto the bed now.”
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      “Almost done,” Echo says, his brow furrowed in concentration.

      I grit my teeth as another onslaught of short, sharp shocks burst from the laser onto the barcode tattoo on my left wrist. My Worker status is disappearing before my eyes, and it hurts. Bad.

      Click click click click click…

      The sound of the laser hitting my arm is like muffled gunfire, and it feels like scalding hot fat landing on my bare skin over and over and over again.

      I breathe deeply and try to think of blue skies and wading in the cool stream in the rebel camp with Reece.

      Through my safety goggles, I watch the black lines of the tattoo I’ve had since my 11+ fade away, leaving weeping, burned flesh behind. Soon, I’ll be just like any other Elite: marked by the fact that I am unmarked.

      The pain continues for another five minutes until the burning and the clicking stops.

      “All done,” Echo says.

      Is that disappointment in his voice?

      My eyes jerk up to see the AI watching the blood dribble down my wrist onto the crisp white bedsheet.

      “Dress the wound, Echo,” Aldrich’s voice booms around the room. “It’s finished now.”

      Aldrich has been watching.

      Echo rounds the bed and takes a pot of Heal-Me from the trolley, opening it slowly, as if we have all the time in the world.

      My wrist – my whole arm – throbs painfully.

      “Echo,” Aldrich repeats impatiently.

      Irritation flickers across the AI's face for a moment before he sticks a finger into the pot, scoops out a blob, and smears the cream onto my wrist.

      Almost instantly, the throbbing stops, and the tension leaves my body as the mutilated skin cools. The damaged cells begin to knit back together before my eyes.

      I flex my fingers as the AI wraps a bandage around my wrist and pins it into place.

      “What now?” I ask, looking around the room, wondering where Aldrich’s camera is positioned.

      Silence.

      “Aldrich, I know you can hear me – hey!” I gasp.

      Echo pinches my newly healed arm, leaving a red mark on my skin.

      “You ask too many questions, Aurora Jax,” he says, his eyes flashing.

      He hauls me from the bed, straps me back into the wheelchair, and leaves me sitting alone in the room with my growing anxiety and my fear of recalibration.

      How did saving Dad come to this?

      Is this the last time I’m going to be able to think for myself?

      Without my own mind, who will I be?

      I struggle against my restraints, but I only succeed in scraping off more of my skin.

      Finally, the door opens again.

      A disheveled Calvin Aldrich is standing on the other side, holding a briefcase. He hasn’t changed his clothes since I last saw him in the menagerie, but fresh spots of blood now decorate the right lapel of his lab coat.

      I frown, wondering where he’s been.

      “What is going on here?” I ask him, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Your AI assistant isn’t exactly a caregiver.”

      “Good morning, Aurora,” he says, surprisingly civil. “I must apologize for Echo. These hybrid AI models seem to retain some negative human characteristics.”

      He rubs his chin with a shaking hand. “It takes some time to work out the bugs.”

      He seems calmer than he did a few hours ago.

      The abject fear is gone – but he’s still nervous.

      I glare at him.

      “You said you could make sure there was no recalibration if I could help you find Edward,” I say accusingly. “So what is all this about?”

      He hesitates before slowly stepping into the room.

      “I have my orders from President Wolfe,” he says finally, closing the door behind him. “If I go against his wishes, I'll be executed.”

      "If he finds out you kept Edward Law alive, you’ll be executed," I remind him.

      “Yes, well... Our positions are… tenuous,” he says slowly, his voice low. “I’m Robert’s right hand; you are his newfound stepdaughter. We do have to make it look as if we’re doing as we’re told.”

      I blink, not sure if I’ve heard him correctly.

      “What?”

      He lays the briefcase on the counter. “Aurora, at this moment, I believe we both want the same thing: to find Edward Law,” he says. “And I do think we can work together to find him, as you… suggested.”

      I wish my mind wasn’t so fuzzy.

      I want to know what is going on inside his head.

      “How?” I ask, unconvinced. I know I offered it, but for all I know, Aldrich just wants to exile Edward and Neeve again after he recaptures Rivers.

      The doctor looks steadily at me.

      “What if I were to report that the recalibration went ahead as directed, and you were to arrange a meeting with Edward over the time the procedure would take?”

      I frown. “You’d lie to Robert just to get a meeting with Edward?”

      “I am aware of the risks in lying to the President,” he says. “But as I told you in The Menagerie, there is a great deal more at stake than you know. We need to find Edward.”

      I chew my lip.

      I don't trust him – and I hate him for what he’s done to Seb – but right now, Calvin Aldrich is the only thing standing between me and saving Dad.

      “Can we lose the shackles?” I raise my arm as far as the cuff allows. “We won’t get very far if I’m stuck in a wheelchair.”

      Aldrich moves toward me, takes out a tiny key, and silently unlocks the straps Echo secured – one arm, two arms, my waist, my ankles.

      Once I’m free, he steps back warily, almost as if he’s expecting me to pounce on him.

      I flex my hands and lean over in the chair to rub my ankles where the straps dug into my flesh.

      “Okay, what if I say yes?” I ask. “How do we get to Edward?”

      Aldrich opens the briefcase and rifles through it. “First, we need to get some medication into your system to rebuild your strength.”

      He tears the packaging from a syringe.

      “I’m fine.” I’ve had more than my fill of injections for today.

      “You may be an Influencer, but you are not invincible. The way you’ve been using your Gift could leave you with permanent damage,” he says, opening a small vial and filling the syringe.

      “It would be a shame to see you end up a vegetable.” He moves toward me. “Hold out your arm.”

      Glaring at him, I hesitate.

      “Echo will be back any moment now to take you to the recalibration suite,” he says calmly. “Would you like to leave here with your mind intact or not?”

      Reluctantly, I hold out my right arm. I wince as he sticks me with the syringe, slowly squeezing its contents into my bloodstream.

      Jaw clenched, I brace myself for burning pain, drowsiness, fresh nausea, but it never comes.

      Instead, a blissful warmth radiates throughout my body from the injection site. The lingering pain from the overuse of my Gift fades away, along with the leftover nausea.

      By the time Aldrich removes the needle, I feel strong and alert; my muscles are primed, my mind is clear.

      I’m back.

      “Better?” he asks, seeing the expression on my face.

      Definitely better, but…

      Something isn’t right.

      I still can’t hear even an impression of his thoughts.

      “Better,” I say simply, withholding my frustration.

      He snaps his briefcase shut. “Good.” He drops the empty syringe in the trash.

      A door slams somewhere in the building.

      Aldrich winces.

      “And now, we have to get past a hybrid AI.”

      I get up out of the wheelchair, ready to move.

      “Can’t you power Echo down?” I ask.

      Aldrich shakes his head. “I can’t have that in the data log. You will have to take him out of the equation.”

      I stare at him, incredulous. “What?”

      He opens the door an inch and peers out into the corridor. I hear the slap of the AI’s footsteps drawing closer.

      Aldrich steps aside and shoots me an anxious glance. “Are you ready?”
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      I’m still looking at Aldrich in disbelief when Echo pokes his head into the room.

      “Ms. Jax,” the AI frowns, looking at me, then Aldrich. “What are you doing out of the chair? Dr. Aldrich, it’s time for a sedative, I think.”

      I clench my fists and take a breath.

      If I don't do something, this violet-eyed bully will recalibrate me, with or without Aldrich’s help.

      Echo shakes his head disapprovingly and starts across the room.

      My adrenalin is pumping now, but I don’t move as the AI approaches. Instead, I focus on the electromagnetic pulses that make up his body.

      Aldrich says nothing, but hangs back to watch, clasping his hands together.

      I slow my breathing and search out the AI’s thought imprint, ready to transfer the command from my consciousness to his.

      Suddenly, as if someone has flipped a switch, I’m inside his head.

      It’s as easy as it was with Lex, Robert’s hybrid AI.

      Echo’s thoughts are cycling around the same two concerns:

      The President ordered recalibration… get her back in the chair… recalibration… get her back in the chair… the President ordered recalibration…

      Time slows to a crawl as Echo moves toward me, unaware that I am in his head.

      I can’t help smiling a little as the power surges through me. It doesn’t scare me anymore.

      I am an Influencer.

      My vision shifts, and instead of material tissue and flexible steel, I see only the glowing electrons and neurons of the AI’s body.

      I conjure my command as I breathe in.

      Somnum.

      The energy leaves my mind on my exhale and transfers straight to Echo.

      The AI falls backward, eyelids fluttering, body sagging against the wall. Gravity pulls him to a sitting position on the floor. His head falls forward onto his chest.

      I gasp as my vision clears and I slam back into my body, preparing for the familiar crash, but it doesn't come.

      Aldrich props Echo up and looks over his shoulder at me. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine,” I say, bewildered.

      Unlike the previous times I've used my Gift, I don't feel sick or on the verge of blacking out. This time, I only have a slight headache.

      “Help me get him off the floor,” Aldrich says, and we settle the AI in the chair beside the bed.

      Aldrich hands me his phone. “We have less than an hour before I update the President about your recalibration,” he says. “Call Edward now. Set up the meeting.”

      I turn the phone over in my hand. “I want you to let me see my mum – and you have to take the tracker out of Seb’s neck.”

      Aldrich’s smile is almost apologetic. “I can arrange for you to see your mother, but the tracker stays. Without it, Dr. Goodman would have been sent to the Eden Wing for helping you break into the Telepathe.”

      Grimacing, I hand the phone back. “I don’t have a number for Edward,” I lie. “We always chatted online.”

      I don’t trust him not to send an army of Cogs to Edward and Neeve’s location if he tracks my call.

      Aldrich grinds his teeth. “Come with me.”

      Out in the corridor, he uses the retina scanner to lock the door behind us.

      “What about the cameras?” I ask, my eyes darting left and right.

      “Off,” Aldrich says, checking the door. “The President didn’t want your recalibration all over the news feeds.”

      The cameras are off.

      I could make a run for it. Aldrich is too fat to catch me.

      But then what?

      My face has been all over the screens in The Society. I wouldn’t be able to stay hidden long.

      I have to get to Edward, and Aldrich can make that happen a lot faster than I can.

      I have to let this – whatever this is – play out.

      My slippers make a slapping sound on the hard floor as I follow him down the corridor to the computer behind the reception desk.

      Aldrich starts the machine and uses his ID card to log in.

      He types a series of access codes into the computer before scribbling a phone number down on a scrap of paper.

      “Give Edward this number.” He pulls out the chair and gestures at me to sit at the desk.

      I watch him cross the waiting room to the vending machine. He pushes a few buttons, and snacks drop noisily into the tray.

      I log onto ChatDust with an old ID I haven’t used in years, my fingers tripping a little over the keys.

      Edward isn’t online.

      Aldrich scoops the snacks from the tray and carries them back to me.

      “Is he there?” He tosses two bags of Waffos over the desk.

      I shake my head and start to type. “I’ll have to send him a message.”

      
        
        From: r0ar_a

        To: l918_ e912

        Subj: NEED TO MEET.

        Msg: TONIGHT. WITH C.A.

      

      

      My stomach grumbles. I tear a pack of Waffos open and wolf the chips down while I wait for a response.

      Aldrich comes back around the reception desk and stares at the screen as if he’s willing Edward to respond.

      “You have no idea where in the Old City Edward could be?”

      I raise an eyebrow and open the second bag of chips. “If I did, I wouldn’t be here right now,” I mutter.

      Over the sound of my crunching, I hear a faint buzzing.

      I stop chewing and look at Aldrich to see if he’s heard. He’s still staring at the screen.

      It’s getting louder, and I realize it’s in my head.

      There are people outside.

      Based on the number of thought imprints I’m hearing, it’s a small crowd. Their racing thoughts grow louder, chasing out my own – almost like that morning at the food bank with Matty and the Cogs.

      Justice for Graham Jax!

      A sound from the real world interrupts my warning to Aldrich as a brick smashes through the Clinic Inc.'s side window, punching a jagged hole in the glass.

      Aldrich jumps, startled, and I stand, sending the chair flying backward.

      The brick sails into the clinic and lands with a thump in the middle of the waiting room, immediately followed by a second brick, and a third.

      Low whoops and cheers filter in from the crowd outside.

      The Clinic Inc. is under attack.
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      Aldrich pulls me down behind the desk as the front door begins to rattle.

      Snatches of conversation float in through the broken window.

      “… no alarm…” a surprised voice says. “… check it’s empty…”

      “… you recording this?” another asks.

      “You’re on,” a third voice says.

      “Robert Wolfe has lost control,” the second voice shouts. “Flush your DN8! It’s time to take The Society back!”

      The others join in: “Justice For Graham Jax! We Are Graham Jax!”

      They’re right on the other side of the wall.

      I peer over the desk and scan the waiting room, wondering why the CASS monitor warning sirens aren’t deafening us all.

      “Where are the Cogs?” I whisper. “How are they doing this without setting the CASS monitors off?”

      Aldrich rubs a hand across his sweating face.

      “The loss of the fourth Savant has compromised our security systems,” he says. “We have the data, but we have no ability to process it.”

      I look at him in disbelief.

      He takes out his phone and dials a number. “This cannot become common knowledge,” he warns.

      My eyes widen at his implication.

      Without thought surveillance, chaos could spread through The Society like it did during the Great Unrest, allowing people like Edward – or Gifted people like me – to fight back.

      This could change everything.

      It might cause a cataclysm, but people against The Society will finally have a revolution.

      Aldrich reaches underneath the desk to switch on the cameras along the building’s perimeter.

      The feed on the computer screen reveals four people at the back entrance searching for a way in, ten moving toward the side of the building from the parking lot, and two at the front door.

      We’re surrounded.

      Most of them carry rifles, and their clothes are a hodgepodge of tattered Workhouse uniforms and designer attire. I notice tags on some of the designer clothes, as if the gang has just raided a retail store.

      One man points a phone at the broken window. The light from the screen illuminates a black barcode tattoo on his wrist, revealing his Worker status.

      “I need a security detail and an immediate signal jammer in a one-mile radius of Clinic Inc., Building 008,” Aldrich says into his phone. “This number only… Yes. Alert Bannister… Total media blackout.”

      The person on the other end of the line says something. The only word I can make out is ‘CSOs.’

      Why am I still not hearing Aldrich’s thoughts?

      Before Aldrich ends the call, the Worker who is filming looks at his phone in annoyance.

      If he was live-streaming, I guess he’s not anymore.

      Whoever Aldrich spoke to must be good, even without the Savants.

      I suppress a shudder, seeing The Society’s reach from behind the scenes.

      On the camera feed, I notice a man in an oversized gold sequined jacket shaking off his backpack to pull out a small black object that unfolds on the palm of his hand, quadrupling in size.

      It hovers in the air for a moment above his hand.

      Shoot.

      “They have a drone.”

      My words hang in the air as the tiny device rockets through the hole in the window and begins roving around the waiting room. Before we have time to hide, it pauses with its lenses aimed at Aldrich and me.

      “There are people in there!” someone shouts.

      “Cover your face,” he says, handing me a surgical mask.

      “Wait! Is that Calvin Aldrich?” another voice shouts.

      I pull the mask over my face and hook it over my ears so that only my eyes are showing.

      The drone comes toward us for a closer look. I swipe it away, knocking it onto a different course. It zooms down the corridor, carrying out a deeper search of the building.

      The rattling on the front door is becoming more urgent.

      “Open up, Aldrich, or the next thing we send in will be a BlastGlass grenade,” someone else shouts.

      I look at Aldrich, hoping he’ll explain the threat.

      “Part bomb, part force-field,” he says under his breath. “Deadly with prolonged exposure.”

      “How far out are the Cogs?” I ask. For the first time in my life, I might be relieved to see them.

      “A block away.”

      There's a low boom as an explosive detonates at the front door. White smoke whooshes up the corridor. They're going to get in before the Cogs arrive.

      “They’re going to kill us,” Aldrich says, his voice panicked. “Do something.”

      They’re going to kill YOU, I want to say, but I bite my tongue. I know I can’t let them. For now, at least, I need Aldrich to stay alive.

      "We're coming for you," one of them shouts, as a second smoke grenade lands in the waiting room and starts to spew its contents out.

      “There are too many of them,” I say.

      “No, not for you,” Aldrich says, gripping my arm with a quaking hand. “The drugs I gave you have stabilized you enough to use your Gift. End this, and I can make sure you see your mother. I’ll help you and Dr. Goodman get out of The Society. I’ll do what you and Edward want me to. I promise you. Please.”

      I stare at Aldrich wordlessly.

      The second most powerful man in The Society is begging for my help.

      The shouting outside is getting louder. The door starts to screech as it is pried away from its bolts. Another window falls in, creating a sparkling cloud of dust and glass.

      “For God’s sake, use your Gift!” Aldrich yells over the racket.

      I creep to the edge of the smashed window and peer out into the early morning murk.

      Can I do this?

      “I haven’t connected with more than one real person at a time before,” I say, shaking my head. “Only holograms.”

      “Now would be a good time to try, don’t you think?” Aldrich asks.

      One gang member glances in my direction and raises his hand in a mock salute when he sees me. The tassels along the arm of his white leather jacket flutter in the breeze.

      “Hey!” he shouts at me. “Open up!”

      Aldrich grabs my arm again and shakes me. He looks like a ghost amidst the thick smoke in the corridor.

      “Now, Aurora!”

      I take a breath and clear my mind.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura...

      It happens all at once.

      The silent click of a “switch” in my head.

      The slowing of time.

      The cool clarity.

      The surge of power.

      I sense the energy around the building; the individual thought imprints with their racing hopes and fears.

      I make my connection with the first, the second, the third… and then the fourth…

      I start to feel light-headed.

      I haven’t trained for this.

      But I was made for this.

      Blood dribbles down from my nose over my lips, warm and wet.

      I taste metal.

      SNAP.

      I connect with every last one.

      I'm inside all of their heads now, and there’s a roaring sound in my ears from the effort.

      The guy in the white leather jacket drops his arm in slow motion as I take over his mind, and his eyes widen.

      That’s when I see that he has something in his hand.

      Too late.

      The little black object falls to the ground, bounces twice, and settles.

      My connection breaks as the grenade blows.
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      The asphalt around the fallen device glows and sizzles in the half-light, bathing the unconscious bodies of the gang outside the clinic in an unearthly radiance.

      “Cover your eyes,” warns Aldrich behind me.

      I react a split second too late, and it’s like staring too long at the sun.

      My eyes sting and my vision blurs as dozens of electric pink and purple blasts shoot skyward from the fallen shards of the grenade, forming a solid wall of neon light in front of the Clinic Inc.

      The blasts lift the bodies from the ground and slam them down again with a sickening thud.

      Flashes of color dance in front of my eyes.

      “Who were these people?” I shout over the ringing in my ears.

      “The SLA, I suspect,” Aldrich says. His voice is muffled, like I’m underwater.

      “The who?”

      “A protest group,” he says. “The people behind the ‘Justice For Graham Jax’ movement.”

      My mind flashes back to the man who shouted Dad’s name before being hauled out of the audience during Eleanor Bird's live show with President Wolfe and me. Did he have something to do with this SLA?

      “Keep your mask on – you don’t want to breathe in those fumes,” Aldrich warns. “And come away from the window.”

      As the smoke settles, I see that the sheet of light has transformed into a glowing orb surrounding most of the bodies and trapping them inside.

      I hear sirens in the distance.

      "… orderly down…" I turn to see Aldrich cradling a phone beneath his chin while tapping away at the computer keyboard, no doubt erasing our browsing history.

      “BlastGlass,” he says into the phone. “Yes. I’m heading to Edcal for safety... Good.”

      He pockets the phone and strides toward me, grabbing my arm.

      “Come.”

      To my surprise, he takes me back to Room 3, instead of heading immediately for the exit.

      “Aren’t we leaving?” I ask through my mask.

      He opens the door and steps inside. Echo is still slumped in the chair with his eyes closed.

      “We can’t have the CSOs finding an AI sleeping peacefully when he’s supposed to be on duty.”

      Aldrich moves a surgical cart to hold the door open. “Help me get him into the corridor.”

      I grab the AI’s heavy ankles, and we lift him from the chair to drag him down the corridor. His eyelids don't even flicker.

      “There are cars charging in the parking lot,” Aldrich says. “I’m taking you to Edcal.”

      We lean Echo against the wall beside the sliding doors for the Cogs to find.

      Aldrich scoops up a handful of dirt and rubble and throws it at Echo’s body. He scoops up another and sprinkles it into the AI’s hair.

      The air in the lobby is heavy with a sickly sweet chemical smell. Warmth from the orb emanates into the Clinic Inc. through the shattered front door.

      The sirens squeal closer.

      Once Aldrich is satisfied that Echo looks like an authentic bomb blast victim, he leads me to the far end of the parking lot, where several self-drive cars are plugged into a charging dock.

      Aldrich flashes his ID card at the closest vehicle, and the doors slide open.

      “Good morning, Dr. Aldrich,” the robotic voice of the car says as we climb inside. He presses his thumb onto a circular panel on the roof of the vehicle. “Incognito mode activated.”

      Aldrich is puffing and panting now, sweat dripping from his brow. I unhook my damp mask and ball it up on my lap.

      “Your destination, please,” the car asks.

      “Edcal Pharmaceuticals,” Aldrich says.

      Seatbelts shoot around us as the car starts up.

      On the way out, we pass a black Society truck. The Cogs are arriving.

      I glance out the back window to see armored officers jumping out of the truck to shoot at the orb, punching bullet holes into the smooth, glowing surface.

      “You saved my life,” Aldrich says, looking at me.

      I suck in my breath and look at him uncomfortably.

      I’m not exactly proud of saving one of the most terrible men in The Society – while sentencing a dozen Workers who loved my dad to death.

      “You owe me,” I say. “I want to see my Mum.”

      The car shoots into a tunnel, and the interior lights come on.

      Aldrich takes out a handkerchief. It’s blue with white polka dots. “Of course,” he says, mopping his brow. “Leave it with me.”

      I chew my lip. “Leaving it” with the doctor doesn’t exactly feel like a fair exchange.

      “Are we saying I’ve been recalibrated, then?” I ask, my mind still spinning.

      “Yes.” Aldrich clears his throat. “I’ll inform Robert that you were in Recovery when the mob attacked, and I brought you to Edcal for your safety.”

      I look out of the window again, thinking of Kaya and David, the siblings I met when I was undercover as Alex Harper in the Inner Sanctum. David himself was in hiding, presumed dead after a recalibration procedure left him paralyzed from the neck down.

      I doubt Aldrich has any idea what – or why – I know about recalibration.

      I decide to play dumb.

      “If I’ve been recalibrated, how would I act?”

      Aldrich folds the handkerchief carefully as he answers.

      “Emotional paralysis is the most common aftereffect. Recalibration patients lose the ability to feel grief or love. For the first twenty-four hours, you would be especially subdued."

      He puts the handkerchief away. “You should say very little. Don't make any sudden movements. No laughing or displays of emotion.”

      Disappear into the background.

      I can do that.

      The car descends further into the tunnel and I shift in my seat, trying to make sense of the last few hours.

      Aldrich scrolls on his phone.

      “Why do you want to meet with Edward?” I ask.

      He exhales. “There was a time when Edward and I were allies – friends, even.” He puts the phone away, staring absently out the window. “And I have no intention of going down with Robert’s sinking ship,” he mutters.

      My gaze jerks up. What?

      He glances at his watch. “We’ll try to contact Edward again once we get to Edcal,” he says, offering no further explanation. “I’ll call a car to take us back to the President’s mansion.”

      At the mention of Robert, my stomach churns.

      “What does Robert remember about last night?” I ask.

      “The last thing Robert remembers is returning from The Telepathe after seeing footage of you with your father,” he says. “And he drank heavily on that ride.”

      Aldrich looks at me. “A fall down the stairs after an evening of drinking is a more believable story than his new stepdaughter knocking him out with some kind of supernatural power, don’t you think?”

      I swallow, hoping that Robert’s real memory of what happened to him doesn’t come back.

      We ride on in silence.

      When the car begins an uphill climb, I glance at the real-time map set into the dash. We’re less than five minutes away from Edcal Pharmaceuticals and potential contact with Edward.

      My stomach flips.

      What do I do if Edward hasn’t responded? I can’t believe I’m any use to Aldrich if he can’t use me to get to Edward.

      The car shoots out of the tunnel and turns onto an industrial estate full of large, nondescript buildings. It reminds me of the workhouse district, but I’ve never been in this part of The Society before.

      The white façade of Edcal looms up ahead, identifiable by the company logo emblazoned along the building's front, each of the five black and gray letters lit from above. A chain-link fence surrounds the building, with thick barbed wire running along the top.

      This is where Edward used to work. Where DN8 was created, and the prison trials that destroyed so many lives were held.

      I shiver involuntarily.

      We pull to a stop at the security gates.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” announces the car.

      “We’d better hurry,” Aldrich says, unclipping his seat belt. “We don’t have much time.”
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      I follow Aldrich up the main steps and wait as he is scanned into the building. Sensor lights come on when we reach a deserted reception area where the Edcal Pharmaceuticals logo dances across uniform wall screens behind the front desk.

      Unlike the rich colors and overdone opulence in The Telepathe, the décor here is minimal and utilitarian in varying shades of gray.

      I imagine Edward and Aldrich here as idealistic young men, building an empire and devising the tools that would eventually enable Robert Wolfe’s stranglehold on The Society.

      We cross the foyer, Aldrich's shoes clacking on the polished stone floor as he walks.

      An iridescent purple cat, the size of a small rabbit, sneaks out from behind the reception desk to meet us. The creature nuzzles against Aldrich's legs.

      Calvin Aldrich has a MicroPet?

      “It belonged to Neeve,” he says, noticing the look on my face. “She called it Cleo.”

      We cross the foyer, and Aldrich calls an elevator. I follow him inside, and Cleo slinks in after us.

      Aldrich uses his thumbprint to access a private floor, and the elevator ascends.

      “How are you feeling after using your Gift at the Clinic Inc.?” Aldrich asks, breaking the silence. “Is the medication I gave you still doing its job?”

      I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant. “I’m tired. And my head hurts.” I lean back against the elevator wall. “But not like before.”

      I don’t tell him that I still can’t hear his thoughts.

      “Good,” he says.

      The elevator stops, and the doors slide open.

      I follow him out into a long corridor lined with dozens of glass-fronted labs.

      I peer into each lab as we pass, stopping short at the third.

      “I don’t usually have guests up here,” Aldrich says, jabbing his middle finger at a button on the wall.

      The windows begin to darken, but not before I’ve seen what’s inside.

      There, strapped in a chair under artificial light, hooked up to a myriad of cables and devices, is Alex Harper.

      My former Vessel’s chestnut hair has been shaved down one side of his scalp. There is bruising and dried blood on most of his skin.

      I swallow, remembering Aldrich’s words in the menagerie: I found remnants of a thought imprint matching yours…

      “The Society thinks we simply found a dead criminal at the end of a manhunt," he says, moving away as the window becomes opaque, putting me eye-to-eye with my own darkened reflection. “They don’t know that he led me to you – and I hope, to Edward – in spite of his missing memory disk.”

      He glances over his shoulder at me, his look calculating.

      “The thought imprints left behind after memory disks are removed often reveal more than the disks themselves.” He smiles a slow smile. “For all anyone knows, Alex Harper is just one more body I’ve claimed for research.”

      I remember Robert telling me that he found Mum after Aldrich had recognized her on Dad’s memory disk.

      “They’ll never know how often my protocol has helped avert disaster for The Society.”

      He walks ahead of me, leaving me staring blindly at the darkened window.

      How on earth did I get here?

      I wasn’t supposed to be dealing with Calvin Aldrich on my own.

      Edward and Neeve were supposed to be in control here – not Aldrich.

      “Aurora?” Aldrich calls from the end of the corridor. “Come.”

      Remember, you’re a Jax.

      Mum’s voice echoes in my mind as I follow.

      Selena had said the same thing when I left her at the camp. How often had Dad said those words to us when we felt out of control?

      The corridor ends at a door with Dr. C. J. Aldrich embossed in gold letters. It opens into a large and airy office. Cleo scampers in and curls up on the floor by the desk.

      A shelf crowded with awards fills one of the walls, and along the other, there is a drinks cabinet with a HelperBot in rest mode and a digital picture frame frozen on a single picture.

      Aldrich rounds the desk and powers up his computer.

      I look closer at the photograph. A younger, thinner Aldrich poses with a very young Neeve.

      Has Aldrich planned this visit to Edcal – with the photograph and the MicroPet – all for show?

      No, Aura.

      We were both almost killed by that explosion I caused at the Clinic Inc.

      He couldn’t have planned that.

      Aldrich pulls out the chair for me and gestures at the computer, where he has just finished logging in. “See if he’s replied, Aurora.”

      Praying to whoever will listen, I open up Chatdust.

      “Kent, make two coffees,” Aldrich says to the HelperBot on the counter. The tiny robot comes to life as I access my messages.

      My message has been read, but there’s no response.

      “There’s nothing from Edward yet,” I say, feeling sick inside.

      Aldrich hands me a steaming mug of coffee.

      "Send another message. Tell him I have medication for him," he advises, sipping from his own cup. "His supplies must be running low, and if Rivers is with him, he’ll need medication Edward won’t have. The Edward Law I know won't ignore that."

      I type the message.

      “In the menagerie, you said you thought Edward and Neeve were in the Old City,” Aldrich says carefully as I press send, drumming his fingers on the side of his mug.

      I pick up my coffee.

      Cleo stretches and adjusts her position.

      “How could you have known that?” he asks. “Did you have a vision?”

      I take a sip of my drink, stalling for time. “No.” I pause as the vision of our ransacked house in the Old City, just minutes before Mum was taken, flashes into my mind. “This was different.”

      “What then?” he asks. “Explain it to me.”

      I drink more coffee. His curiosity reminds me… of Edward.

      “I’m sorry,” Aldrich says, seeing my hesitation. “I can only imagine what Edward has told you about me. You probably think you have no reason to trust me.”

      He looks at me earnestly. “The truth is, I saved his life.”

      I finally look at him. “You call being imprisoned in an underground bunker a life?”

      “I placed Edward in that bunker to protect him from The Society,” he says. “If the CASS monitors had caught his thought imprint after his execution, he would have been executed again under The Society Rules – for real this time.”

      I start to speak, but he isn’t finished.

      “I knew even then that Robert’s power couldn’t last forever; it was only a matter of time before Edward and Neeve could be free again.” He waves a hand dismissively at me. “That bunker – and the firewall I made with his imprint – kept them both alive.”

      I press my lips together, then speak in a low voice. “I know you stole Rivers from his family. I know what you do to people who resist The Society. I know what you do to keep Robert in power.”

      “And I know how to survive,” he says. “Just like you. Sometimes resistance only makes the stranglehold worse.”

      I stare at him, remembering the bodies we left behind at the Clinic Inc. Bodies I put there because I needed Aldrich to survive.

      “It wasn’t a vision,” I say finally. “I’m not a Prophet. It was different. It was like… I was looking through someone else’s eyes.”

      He studies me. “Interesting.”

      “But I can’t see them anymore,” I say.

      He purses his lips.

      I stare into my mug.

      “How did you learn to use your Gift?” he asks. “Your understanding of your power is quite remarkable.”

      I wonder if he’s trying to ease the tension.

      I glance at the computer, wishing that Edward would reply.

      “Did Edward help you?” he asks.

      “He wanted me to be able to protect myself.”

      Aldrich leans down to stroke Cleo’s head. “Did he ever mention the old theories that Influencers can travel to different times and places in their consciousness?”

      Goosebumps break out on my skin as I remember the green-eyed boy in Edward’s prison simulation, seeing Mum in the Vocation Party simulation, the bruises from her grip on my arm that I couldn’t explain…

      “They’re just theories, of course,” Aldrich says, watching me closely. “No one in The Society has ever found an Influencer.”

      A quiet ping interrupts him as a notification lands in the Chatdust inbox.

      Aldrich puts his mug down, sloshing coffee on the cabinet, and moves his bulk behind the desk chair where I’m sitting.

      
        
        From: l918_ e912

        To: r0ar_a

        Subj: RE: NEED TO MEET

        Msg: 9:30 PM. BRIAR ROAD SHUTTLE STOP. JUST THE TWO OF YOU.

      

      

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Good,” Aldrich exhales heavily next to me, and I get a nose full of sour coffee breath.

      “How do we get there without anyone noticing we’re gone?” I ask.

      "I'll arrange a second medical check for you over that time," Aldrich says. "Multiple checks are standard protocol after recalibration. It won't raise suspicion."

      Aldrich’s phone rings.

      “Mr. President,” he answers. My heart speeds up at the sound of Robert’s muffled voice on the other end of the line.

      Aldrich steps away from the desk. "Yes. She's fine…"

      I hit reply.

      
        
        From: r0ar_a

        To: l918_ e912

        Subj: NEED TO MEET

        Msg: WE’LL BE THERE.

        The profile l918_ e912 no longer exists.

      

      

      Just like that, Edward is gone again.

      “…Resounding success…” Aldrich is saying as he paces the room like the lumbering bears Selena and I used to escape the Old City on Assembly night. He catches my eye. “…the CSOs dealt with it… Yes, after the press conference… I will.”

      He ends the call and turns to me. “The President has heard about the attack,” Aldrich says. “He’s sending a car.”

      My stomach turns.

      “There’s a press conference at 5:00 p.m. You and your mother are scheduled to attend.”

      “Does Mum know what’s happening?”

      A pause. “She thinks you're being recalibrated.”

      “But you’ll let me see her?” I ask.

      “Somehow. Yes,” he says absently, scanning his

      phone again.

      I stare at him, hitting a blank wall as I search for even a fragment of his thoughts. Now that he has his meeting with Edward, is he going to go back on his word?

      “Aldrich...”

      "I said I would make it happen, and I will," he says, distracted.

      I chew my lip. “What’s the press conference about?”

      He clears his throat. “The execution.”

      “Dad’s execution?” I ask, going cold.

      “The press want a few sound bites from the President and a photo op in Central Square. You won’t be expected to say anything.” He looks at me. “You’ll get through this, Aurora. We just need to keep up appearances for a little while longer.”

      There is no ‘we.’

      I manage a cursory nod.

      Aldrich’s phone buzzes.

      “Time to go,” he says, gesturing toward the door. “Head down, mouth shut, yes?”
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      The ride back to the Presidential estate is tense and silent. A plainclothes AI agent drives the car Robert sent, discouraging further conversation.

      The car stops at the entrance to Robert’s mansion, and we step out into the cool air, squinting in the late morning light. Our shoes crunch on the white gravel driveway.

      Two Cogs are positioned on either side of the front door. I look up to see Mum peering out of her second-floor window. I resist a childlike urge to wave at her.

      The front door opens, and a familiar female figure steps out and glides down the short flight of stairs toward us.

      Lex?

      I clamp my mouth shut to stop it from hanging open.

      “Dr. Aldrich, how nice to see you,” says the AI as she approaches. “Hello, Aurora.”

      “Hi,” I choke out, giving Aldrich a questioning look. The last time I saw Lex, her fractured skull was bleeding out silver chemicals at the edge of the lake on Robert's grounds.

      “A new, identical model with the old AI’s memory disk,” Aldrich says under his breath. “The President doesn’t remember that you destroyed Lex.”

      He has cleaned up the mess I made.

      Lex smiles. “Let me take you up to your room.”

      I turn to glare at Aldrich, wanting him to say that I need to be taken to my mother first, but he’s wandered off toward the rose garden talking on his phone.

      “Come, Aurora.”

      I swallow my reaction, remembering that I’ve supposedly been recalibrated.

      Lex leads me into the house, across the foyer, and up the now-familiar staircase. At the top, I glance toward Mum’s room.

      As always, her door is closed.

      “Your outfit for this evening is on the rack,” Lex says, holding the door open for me and gesturing toward a rack in the corner of the room with a single hanger holding a black silk jumpsuit. “I’ll give you a knock at 2:00 p.m. You’ll have an hour to get ready before the cars arrive.”

      “Thank you,” I say, looking into her unblinking violet eyes.

      “There’s brunch on the dresser. I’ll be right outside if you need anything.” She pulls the door shut as she leaves, and I lean against it, surveying the room I probably shouldn’t remember post-recalibration.

      Everything has been tidied. The bed is made. The blood and vomit are gone. All signs of my confrontation with Robert erased.

      It’s disorienting.

      Looking at the bed, I wonder if I might go to sleep and wake up to find that the last twenty-four hours have all been a dream.

      What if I didn't really drown Lex, escape to The Telepathe, erase Edward’s thought imprint, incapacitate the President, and conspire with Aldrich to avoid a recalibration and plan a secret meeting with Edward?

      I kick off my shoes and head to the dresser, my stomach rumbling at the prospect of food.

      I lift the silver dome covering the plate to reveal a delicious-looking slice of mushroom pie, mashed potatoes, and green beans, with a pot of stewed fruit and custard for dessert.

      I eat hungrily before stripping off my clothes and going to the shower. Standing under the hot cascade of water, I think about what I’ll say to Edward when I see him.

      I want to know why he kept me in the dark about Rivers, the truth about Dad’s arrest, and why I had to find out about his plans for The Triptych from Aldrich, of all people.

      Once the shower cubicle is so steamed up that I can't see an inch in front of me, I get out, pulling a fluffy white towel around myself.

      The air in the bedroom is cool against my damp skin. I trade the towel for a robe.

      As I knot the belt at my waist, I consider climbing under the duvet to rest, but the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs puts me back on my guard.

      There’s murmuring outside my room, then a knock at the door.

      I tense.

      “Aurora?”

      Aldrich.

      I open the door to see that my AI guard has left her station.

      I frown. “Where's Lex?”

      “Making me something to eat,” he says. “The President will collect us at 4:00 p.m., en route to Central Square. He’ll be an hour later than originally planned."

      Aldrich glances down the stairs and back up at Mum’s door. “I can give you a few minutes with your mother before her wardrobe assistants arrive.”

      I blink, surprised.

      He hands me a key. “I’ll keep Lex busy downstairs.”

      Unable to believe my luck – or the fact that Calvin Aldrich is actually helping me – I pull a robe around myself and race across the landing to Mum's room, clutching the key like treasure in my hand.

      I knock twice, listening warily for the Cogs downstairs. I hear movement inside the room and a drawer slamming closed.

      “Mum,” I whisper. “It’s me.”

      “Aura?”

      “Can I come in?”

      “I don’t have a key.” Her voice moves closer to the door. “Are you alright? You shouldn’t be –”

      I unlock the door and push it open.

      “How –?” she asks, studying my face like she’s never seen me before.

      “We haven’t got long.”

      I close the door behind me.

      The room is tidy, and the bed has been made. I notice a bright blue sweater caught in the bottom drawer of her closet. "I'm okay. Whatever Robert says, you don't have to worry about me."

      “He told me you were being recalibrated,” she says, still searching my face. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

      “Aldrich didn’t do the procedure,” I say.

      Her brow furrows. “Why?”

      “He wanted me to arrange a meeting with Edward Law,” I say.

      She looks distraught. “What are you playing at, Aura?”

      I pull her toward the edge of the bed and sit next to her. “I told you. I’m going to get us out of here.”

      “You don’t understand. Those men –”

      “I’m not a kid anymore, Mum,” I say. She has to believe that I can do this. “You have to trust me.”

      Again, she looks at me as if she doesn’t recognize me.

      I look her straight in the eye.

      “Is it true that Edward had Dad arrested?” I ask. “Is that why you didn’t want me to have anything to do with him?”

      She looks away, shaking her head as if she's wrestling with an answer.

      “I knew Edward a long time ago,” she says. “He did help me – us. More than once.” She pushes her hair behind her ears.  “I don’t know what happened to him, but over time he… changed. He became obsessed with you, with your Gift – with your potential.”

      I swallow.

      It’s true.

      Aldrich wasn’t lying about Edward.

      I want so badly for it all to be a story he concocted to get me to trust him.

      “Edward wanted to study you,” Mum says. “I wouldn’t allow it, so he threatened to report your father. The next day, your father didn’t come home.”

      I go cold. Mum’s reaction when I told her I was working with Edward Law finally makes sense.

      I dig my nails into my palms, trying not to cry.

      “I should have told you about your Gift years ago,” she says. “I’m so sorry…”

      "The only thing that matters right now is getting out of here," I say. "Away from Robert, out of The Society. You and me, Dad and Selena – all of us."

      She looks at me. Holds my face in her hands. “You really believe we can, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      And once we’re safe, we’ll never have to see Aldrich or Edward or Robert again.

      There’s a knock on the door. “They’re early,” Aldrich says through the door. “Time’s up.”

      We break apart. “I’ll see you later, Mum,” I say. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, Aura,” she whispers.

      I get up to leave.

      “Wait,” she says, grabbing my arm. “Can you do something for me?”

      “What?”

      She hurries toward the closet and pulls out the bottom drawer with the bright blue sweater. She takes out a folded pair of khakis and hands me a small gray object from the back pocket.

      My eyes widen. “What are you doing with a phone?”

      “Someone sent it to me in a bouquet of flowers,” she says. “If Robert finds it, he’ll go mad.”

      "Who delivered the bouquet?" I ask urgently. "Did you recognize them?"

      She shakes her head. “They were sent to The Telepathe – I was supposed to get them at the Vocation Party last night. Lex brought them to me this morning.”

      I look at the tiny, scratched-up handset. “Have you turned it on?”

      She shakes her head. “No! It could be a test – or a trick. I just know I can't be caught with it.”

      There’s another knock on the door. “Time’s up, ladies,” Aldrich repeats urgently.

      I take the phone and hide it in the inside pocket of my robe.

      “Thank you.” Mum glances at the door and wipes her hands on her skirt before clasping them in front of her.

      “You don’t have to thank me.” I give her a big hug. “Stay strong. ‘Remember, you’re a Jax,’ right?”

      Her eyes glisten. “Be careful, Aura.”

      Her quiet caution follows me out the door.

      Aldrich glares at me. “This only works if you stick to the rules I set,” he says, hurrying me across the landing toward my room.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter, glancing down the stairs as we pass.

      Below us, Lex is leading two wardrobe assistants up – a woman in a long metallic dress with exaggerated shoulder pads and a man in a high-necked white sweater layered under a gray silk pantsuit. They're both wheeling large, jewel-encrusted suitcases up the stairs behind them.

      “I’ll see you at the press conference,” Aldrich says, holding out his hand for the key.

      Once I’m back in my room, I lock myself in the bathroom, turn on the water, and power on the smuggled phone.

      There’s a message in the inbox from an unknown number.

      
        
        ‘IT’S TIME. CALL ME. FARAH.’

      

      

      My heart thumps. Time for what? Who is Farah?

      My finger hovers over the call button while I deliberate what to do. Finally, I dial.

      “This number is no longer in use,” says the pre-recorded message.

      For lack of anything better to do while I wait for Lex’s knock, I sit on the floor with my back to the bathroom door and search 'Farah' online, hoping the phone is secure.

      As I expected, the search returns hundreds of thousands of hits. Without knowing more, I can’t narrow anything down.

      All I can do is ask Mum the next time I see her.

      I log onto the chat boards and forums I used to frequent just a few weeks ago.

      It feels like years.

      The ‘JUSTICE FOR GRAHAM JAX’ posts are still trending in spite of the efforts to shut them down, and as I scroll through them wondering where they’re coming from, I stumble onto something else.

      I click on a video labeled SLA Confront The Society that links to footage of a protest in the Old City.

      My mouth drops as I watch grainy footage of protests on familiar streets where people were once too afraid to raise their voices outside of their own four walls.

      I watch neighbors I never met face off against Cog enforcers, pushing them back despite their threats, waving homemade banners and joining hands.

      Some of the protestors wear masks with Dad's face on them.

      I've never seen anything like this.

      Could these be the same people who attacked the Clinic Inc. this morning?

      Whoever this ‘SLA’ are, they’re getting through The Society’s mind control where nobody has gotten through in my lifetime.

      I check the date on the video.

      Yesterday.

      I blink.

      The balance of power in The Society is shifting.

      No wonder Robert called off my attendance at the Vocation Party at the last minute.

      No wonder he was so angry with me last night.

      No wonder Aldrich is reconsidering his alliances.
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      I hide the phone in a boot I find in a pile of shoes in the back of the closet, climb into bed, and fall into a solid, dreamless sleep.

      I wake to Lex rapping on the door.

      Stifling a yawn, I haul myself up and go to the bathroom to splash water on my face. I change into the black jumpsuit, fix my hair and makeup, and sit nervously by the window to wait for the arrival of the Presidential cavalcade.

      I don’t want to go to Central Square.

      I don’t want to see Robert.

      I don’t want to smile for the press.

      I don’t want to see the place where they plan to kill my dad.

      At 4:00 p.m. Lex escorts Mum and me downstairs. In spite of the darkening autumn light outside, Mum is wearing sunglasses as if it’s as bright as noon in summer.

      Robert’s limousine is waiting for us in front of the house.

      A Cog opens the car door for us.

      Robert and Aldrich are already inside.

      My stomach drops.

      Robert shows no sign of the injuries I inflicted only a few hours ago – no bandages, stitches, no clues to reveal that he's been in Clinic Inc. all day recovering “from a fall.”

      Mum climbs into the car first. “Rosalie, sit next to Calvin,” Robert says. “I want to see my Aurora.”

      He pats the seat next to him, and I sit, smoothing my jumpsuit, swallowing the bile rising in my throat.

      “Aurora,” he says. “How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you,” I answer simply, remembering Aldrich’s instructions: Say very little. Don't make any sudden movements. No displays of emotion.

      Robert smiles and puts a hand on my knee. “We’re going to rehearse your father’s execution,” he says, as though he’s deliberately baiting me. “PR has put a lot of planning into it. It’s going to be spectacular.”

      He strokes my knee with his index finger.

      I force myself not to cringe.

      “Wait until you see the bridge,” he says calculatingly.

      Mum shifts uncomfortably next to Aldrich, and for the first time since leaving the Clinic Inc. with Aldrich, I hear someone else’s thoughts.

      Her mind circles around Dad: where he is, how he is, what seeing him again will be like.

      Feeling as if I’m intruding, I close my mind to hers and calm my own fears with my newfound knowledge that even Aldrich, Robert’s right-hand man, isn’t fooled by the President’s schemes.

      We’re about halfway to Central Square when Robert’s and Aldrich’s phones chime in unison.

      Robert pulls his phone from his inside pocket and looks at the screen. Aldrich follows suit.

      Artificial Gardens… fire… SLA… losing ground…

      Robert’s frustrated thoughts buzz into my head.

      I look up just in time to see Aldrich masking the faint trace of a smile with a look of concern as he taps his phone screen.

      “Where are we with finding the Savant?” Robert asks the doctor, agitated.

      “The new Savant is only a week away from being fully integrated,” Aldrich says, looking up from his phone.

      “The Assembly is in six days,” Robert hisses. “Is it not your job to ensure that I have four fully functioning Savants in my sub-basement at all times?”

      Aldrich looks as if he’s been slapped, but Robert isn’t finished.

      “Get this under control, Calvin. You know what will happen if you don’t.”

      Robert calls Max Bannister to prohibit any mention of the ‘Artificial Gardens incident’ or the Old City protests at the press conference.

      He warns Bannister that if they are so much as referenced, the Head of PR might as well walk himself out onto the execution platform on Saturday night with Dad.

      I swallow, remembering Bannister’s dog-like loyalty.

      Why is the President turning on his allies?

      I look out of the window at The Telepathe as we arrive.

      The summit of the building seems to disappear into the cloudy sky, connecting the earth with the heavens.

      Central Square has been closed off for our site visit. As Robert, Mum, and I exit the car, a noticeable hush hangs in the air around the Telepathe PR team and their handpicked reporters.

      Fifty feet above us, a brand new transparent bridge – erected just for this occasion – leads from one side of Central Square to the other. In the dark of The Assembly tomorrow night, anyone on the bridge will appear to be walking on the air above the crowd.

      Max Bannister approaches us. “When you're ready, we’ll film your walkthrough, Mr. President.”

      “Is it finished?” Robert asks him, gesturing to the bridge.

      “They worked through the night,” Bannister says, nodding. “It’s a shame this masterpiece is only temporary.”

      “Shall we?” Robert asks, ignoring Bannister’s comment and looking back at Mum and me.

      Flanked by plainclothes agents, we follow Robert and Bannister to the elevator pod that will take us up to the bridge.

      The wind is icy at the top.

      We walk behind Robert like a strange funeral procession. The big screens come to life halfway across, and I see my pinched, anxious face in extreme close-up.

      I look away and focus instead on the stage below, schooling my features to reflect my fake recalibration instead of my fear.

      The stage has always been huge, but it has been extended for full theatrical effect. The President's podium has been moved onto a new circular platform that juts out into the standing area, giving attendees at the front a 360-degree view of the proceedings.

      At the end of the bridge, we follow Robert down a winding staircase.

      “Five minutes, thirty seconds,” says Bannister, descending to the stage behind us. “We’ll allow ten minutes on the night of the Assembly, just in case.”

      On stage, technicians are testing lights and adjusting screens.

      I close my eyes for a moment, covering a sudden rush of feelings.

      This is the platform where Tia's mum made her last protest, where Edward's body fell all those years ago.

      I open my eyes and study the black cross embossed into the floor.

      This is where Dad will stand on Saturday night in front of the snipers, the spotlights, the cameras, and thousands of merciless eyes.

      "Play the clip," Bannister directs, and a film appears on the screen, showing Dad looking evil, cataloging his "crimes," and branding him a traitor.

      “Shall we bring him out now, Mr. President?” Bannister asks.

      Mum and I look up sharply.

      “Yes, go ahead,” Robert says.

      My skin crawls as two Cogs lead a thin man in a hooded robe onto the stage. When he looks up, his hood falls back, and I see that it isn't Dad.

      I breathe a quiet sigh of relief.

      The man is positioned on the black cross while the cameramen check their angles.

      His eyes dart around nervously.

      “We’ll focus on Jax while his crimes are read,” Bannister says. “Then move to the President.”

      The cameramen allow Robert to position himself on the podium before filling the screens with his face.

      “Excellent. We don’t want to see Jax on screen again until the sniper takes him out.”

      “In three,” Bannister says, looking up at the sniper deck.

      Central Square falls silent.

      “It’s j-just a test, right?” the man says, looking around him.

      I flinch as a shot is fired.

      A plume of silver arcs in slow motion from a sniper’s gun to the stage.

      It’s shocking.

      It’s beautiful.

      It hits the man square between the eyes.

      There’s a smattered round of applause as he falls. Blood pools behind his head on the stage.

      Mum lets out a sob and then clamps a hand over her mouth.

      “Hush, Rosalie, we're being watched,” Robert scolds. “Take a page from Aurora's book and keep quiet.”

      The President places a heavy hand on my shoulder as if I’m an obedient pet he has thoroughly trained.

      I want to shake him off me – or tear his throat out – but if I give myself away, Dad will die just like this “test subject” in less than a week.

      I keep my face expressionless, silently chanting.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      If I've been recalibrated, this site visit should not affect me at all.

      I look at Mum, who is supposed to be pleased that an enemy of The Society is finally being punished for his crimes.

      I wonder how we will react when this is not a test, when they lead Dad across that bridge, when the crowd is throwing their jewels and baying for his blood.

      I tell myself that it won’t come to that.

      It can’t come to that.

      Aldrich and Edward have promises to keep.

      Other people are waking up.

      Robert’s stranglehold will end.

      I just hope it won’t end too late for Dad.

      A team in white lab coats rushes to clear the dead “test” subject from the stage. I hear Bannister telling the film crew to move in for close-ups on Mum and me.

      “Mr. President, can we get your photo by the podium?” the head of PR asks.

      “Of course,” Robert says. The Cogs step aside to let him go. “Rosalie, Aurora,” Bannister smiles. “If you could stand on either side of the President...”

      We do as we’re told, and Robert drapes a possessive arm around each of us.

      “Can we lose the glasses, Ms. Cohen?” a runner asks Mum.

      Standing straighter – as if defying anyone who might say anything – she lifts her chin and takes off her glasses, revealing red and swollen eyes.

      “Put them back on, now,” Robert warns in a low voice.

      “Perhaps that would be best,” says Bannister awkwardly.

      “We just want this ordeal to end,” Robert explains smoothly for the onlookers. “Are we finished with the photos?" He looks pointedly at Bannister.

      “Yes, Mr. President.” Bannister claps his hands together.

      “It's a wrap,” he shouts to his crew. “Let's move inside to the press conference!”

      The team starts packing away, and we file off the stage to the waiting cars. Bannister and Robert speak in low voices ahead of us.

      Mum hangs back for a moment next to the podium, hugging herself.

      “Ms. Cohen,” Bannister calls back to her.

      “Rosalie, come on,” Robert says. “Let's get out of the cold.”
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      The press conference is being held in the Presidential Suite on the top floor of The Telepathe – the floor that was strictly off-limits during Alex Harper’s tour.

      An extended security detail – eight Cogs and two plainclothes agents in dark suits – enters the room before us and assumes position around the perimeter.

      I guess Robert isn’t taking any chances with the missing Savant screwing up security.

      The luxurious space, decorated in shades of beige, cream, and gold, boasts walls adorned with portraits of the President.

      Three rows of red chairs face a long gold-paneled table at the front of the room, where a floor-t0-ceiling panoramic window looks out over the gloomy city, 1200 feet below.

      A violet-eyed male AI ushers us toward the table. My heels sink into thick carpet as we follow.

      Robert takes his seat in the center, and Mum sits next to him. Bannister settles on Robert’s other side, and I sit next to Mum.

      She grips my hand beneath the table.

      I'm glad that I'm not expected to speak. I couldn’t keep up the act like Mum has. I try not to imagine what Robert must have threatened to keep her in line.

      The AI brings four empty glasses for our table, then half-fills them from a carafe of water with delicate pink petals floating on the surface.

      Representatives from the press start to drift in.

      As I tune out the rush of thoughts that enter with them, I notice TV presenter Eleanor Bird in a yellow pantsuit and heels, chatting to my – Alex Harper’s – friend from PR, Kaya Andrews.

      Eleanor catches my eye and beams at me as she takes her seat in the middle of the front row of chairs.

      Kaya sits next to her.

      I wonder if she’s assisting Eleanor now that Alex Harper is gone.

      “You must have been disappointed to miss the Vocation Party last night, Aurora,” Eleanor says above the chatter, leaning forward in her seat.

      I furrow my brow, faking confusion.

      Mum puts a hand on mine to keep me quiet and Robert gives Bannister a sharp look.

      The head of PR clears his throat. “Eleanor, Aurora won't be taking any questions today.”

      Eleanor nods apologetically and sits back to check her notes. She says something to Kaya.

      Kaya raises an eyebrow.

      I notice Aldrich easing himself into a seat on the back row as another figure enters the room behind him.

      Surprised whispering circulates the room:

      “Abel Igo is here.”

      Abel Igo is the head CSO.

      I remember our Telepathe guide explaining that his father Franz was the first AI to reproduce.

      The imposing seven-foot AI wears a clear helmet instead of the traditional black, revealing his smooth half-black, half-silver face, and deep-set violet eyes.

      He stands at the back of the room, thick arms folded in front of him.

      Bannister stands and signals for quiet as the cameras begin rolling.

      “Earlier today, you received stories and talking points for the lead-up to Saturday's execution, and I am very pleased to announce that the President has decided to open the floor not only for the photo op we requested, but also for questions and live soundbites to add authenticity to your reports.”

      Digital tablets come to life and hands go up to begin the questioning amidst a flurry of strobe-like camera flashes.

      “Has the prisoner expressed any remorse?”

      “What surprises do you have in store for The Assembly?”

      “Are Ms. Cohen and Ms. Jax relieved that this traumatic chapter is nearly closed?”

      I tune it all out and focus on the clock above the double doors at the back of the room, counting down the seconds until I can see Edward and do something about all of this.

      Eleanor Bird stands to ask a question. “Mr. President, can you comment on the protests we’re seeing in the Old City this week?”

      My ears perk up.

      Nobody was supposed to mention those.

      A hush sweeps the room.

      “Is the government losing control?” Eleanor presses. “Do you think the Graham Jax execution will end these protests?” she asks.

      You’re a brave woman, I think.

      Maybe too brave.

      The President stiffens and looks to Max Bannister.

      “Next question, please,” Bannister says, dismissing Eleanor.

      But the TV presenter is undeterred. It’s almost as if… Eleanor cares.

      I wonder if Kaya has anything to do with this. She seems to be holding her breath next to Eleanor.

      Eleanor interrupts another reporter’s question.

      “There is footage online of protestors wearing Graham Jax masks. How did this terrorist become a symbol of resistance in The Society? Do you know what these protestors want?”

      I take a slow sip of water to stop my mouth from hanging open.

      The press exists to circulate the President’s agenda, not to question him.

      Doesn’t Eleanor know these questions could land her on the execution platform right next to Dad?

      I sneak a look at Robert. He’s glaring toward the Cogs along the back wall. Any second now, he's going to direct them to intervene.

      Bannister is obviously struggling to keep his cool. “That footage has already been discredited as fake news, Eleanor. Come on now,” he grins uncomfortably, “you’re better than this.”

      She doesn’t take his hint. “Maybe the President could speak to the claims circulating online?” Her voice shakes a little now, her earlier confidence waning. She looks down at her tablet. “Discredited or not, those videos come from an organization called the Society Liberation Army, an underground group that still claims the terror attack in the Old City last month was a hoax.”

      I stop breathing for a second and glance at Aldrich. Society Liberation Army – SLA.

      Eleanor is in over her head.

      She keeps going. “And President Wolfe, will you be answering this group’s claim that Graham Jax was actually arrested years ago on another fake charge?”

      Mum grips my hand, inhaling slowly.

      “We’re not about to give these people a platform,” Bannister says. His voice is hard. Eleanor has had her last chance. “We’re here to clarify the points in the briefing document, nothing more.”

      “Doesn’t the President want to respond?” Eleanor asks, ignoring Bannister. “I think The Society needs the government’s answer to these protestors.”

      “These terrorists blew up a Clinic Inc. building this morning with my stepdaughter inside,” Robert finally responds, banging both hands on the table and rattling the glasses.

      There are gasps around the room.

      “And yes, Ms. Bird, the Artificial Gardens are on fire. This so-called Society Liberation Army is trying to destroy The Society. We can believe nothing that they claim.

      The SLA didn’t set fire to the Gardens or blow up the Clinic Inc.!

      Kaya’s angry thought enters my mind.

      Next to her, Eleanor shakes her head as if she doesn’t believe him either.

      I look at the clock again, wondering what they know. If the SLA wasn’t behind these attacks as Robert claims, then who was?

      Kaya hands Eleanor her digital tablet.

      “Does anybody else have a question?” Bannister asks.

      Hands shoot into the air all over the room.

      “Sir, the SLA have denied responsibility for both the Clinic Inc. attack and the fire in the Artificial Gardens,” Eleanor says before Bannister can call on anyone.

      “And you believe them?” Bannister counters.

      “Get her out,” Robert says under his breath.

      Abel Igo inclines his head slightly, and two of the Cogs leaning against the back wall move forward in unison.

      Kaya's face registers shock, and she shrinks away from Eleanor.

      “People need to know the truth, Mr. President,” the now-former media darling says, raising her voice as the Cogs grab her arms. For a second, she closes her eyes, and then, “Would you prefer to talk about Fort Saph… or Trontan, Mr. President?”

      Abel Igo himself steps forward.

      Fort Saph? Trontan?

      Even Bannister looks confused now.

      Suddenly, a bulb in one of the overhead lights goes out with a soft pop-hiss.

      The shocked press representatives whisper loudly to one another.

      Mum slips me a tissue from her purse. “Your nose,” she whispers. I dab at my nose. The tissue comes away bloody.

      I look up to see Aldrich rise from his seat with his phone pressed to his ear, leaving the room as fast as he can move.

      Max stands with a roar. “The President will not answer this line of questioning!”

      “Are the AIs more than just robots that support The Society? Who really controls this city?” Eleanor shouts before Abel Igo clamps a black-gloved hand over her mouth and drags her from the room.

      Stunned whispers rise to excited conversation and a flood of new questions for Robert, who is in a heated discussion with Bannister.

      In the chaos, I lean closer to Mum. “Who is Farah?” I ask, facing the crowd and keeping my voice quiet. I don’t know if I’ll get another chance to ask her.

      Silence.

      I glance at her. She looks shocked.

      “The phone?” she mouths.

      I nod and look back down at my hands.

      “Anybody found to be disseminating these conspiracy theories will be arrested and charged with Crimes Against The Society,” Bannister shouts above the din.

      Robert visibly fumes as he surveys the roomful of reporters.

      He leans over to Bannister and delivers more instructions.

      “Later,” Mum whispers as the Head of PR claps his hands together and quiets the room to finish the press conference.

      The questioning resumes.

      Nobody asks about the SLA.

      Nobody asks who really controls The Society.

      Nobody asks what will happen to Eleanor Bird.
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      It's 8:45 p.m., and there's still no sign that Aldrich is coming to pick me up for my 9:30 p.m. recalibration check.

      I pace my bedroom anxiously.

      What if he doesn’t come? Can I break out again?

      Robert wanted to spend some “quality time” alone with Mum, and I’ve been confined to my room since we got back from The Telepathe.

      New Lex brought me dinner, set out some warm clothes to wear to Edcal, and instructed me to eat and sleep for a while ‘before seeing the doctor again,’ but I’ve been too restless to eat or sleep.

      Glaring at the curtained window, I stalk back toward the bed, stuffing a black cap into my waistband along with the contraband phone – I’ll hide my hair with the cap and discard the phone in the Old City.

      I watch the clock like my life depends on it, hoping that Aldrich hasn't changed his mind or attempted to meet Edward without me.

      Finally, at 8:55 p.m., I hear a vehicle arrive outside. I dive for the window and peel back the curtains.

      An ambulance is pulling into the driveway below.

      When the doctor steps out, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      I wait at my door, listening for his arrival. Hearing him exchanging pleasantries with Lex outside, I sit down on the bed, not wanting to look overeager.

      Finally, the key turns in the lock, accompanied by a polite rap on the door.

      “Dr. Aldrich is here to take you to your appointment,” Lex says, peering in. I fake a sleepy look for her benefit.

      “How are you feeling, Aurora?” Aldrich asks, playing the part of the concerned doctor.

      “Fine, thank you.” I remember to speak in short, polite syllables.

      “No nausea or headaches?”

      I shake my head and stand again.

      “Good. Let’s get you to Edcal for a full check,” he says. “Thank you, Lex.”

      He takes my arm and leads me out of the room and down the stairs, guiding me toward the waiting ambulance with a nod at the Cogs guarding the mansion entrance.

      High above the amber lights surrounding the Presidential Mansion, the inky sky is perfectly clear.

      “You’re late,” I say as Aldrich opens the ambulance door. “We’re going to be late.”

      He ushers me inside and slams the door behind us. “Thanks to your Gift, The Telepathe nearly lost power during the press conference,” he says. “We had to tranquilize the Savants. They don’t come back around easily, you know.”

      I cross my arms unsympathetically. At least my earlier nosebleed makes sense now.

      The twenty-four-hour period I spent in The Telepathe as Alex Harper also ended in a power surge and a citywide blackout due to my prolonged proximity to the Savants.

      I shudder, remembering the lights going out across the Inner Sanctum as I escaped with my memory disk uploaded into Edward’s drone.

      “Let’s just go,” I say.

      The doctor raises his eyebrows at me and then taps at the navigation pad above the door to set our location before pulling out his phone again.

      “What will happen to Eleanor Bird?” I ask after a few minutes of silence.

      “She’ll end up in the Eden Wing without a memory disk for the rest of her life,” Aldrich says. “The President won’t want a public execution and risk her becoming a symbol like your father. Foolish woman.”

      “Foolish?” I ask. “She was trying to get to the truth.”

      He snorts. “Is the truth really worth your life?”

      I swallow. “If what she said is true, if the SLA denies responsibility for the Artificial Gardens fire and the Clinic Inc. attack –”

      “Of course they deny it,” he says. “The SLA want people to join their resistance. Burning down the city would not be a good look for them.”

      I frown, remembering the smile he covered when the call came in on the way to the press conference.

      “Wait, are you happy about the fire?”

      “I think a little chaos is a good thing,” Aldrich says.

      Eleanor’s questions echo in my mind. “Do you know about Fort Saph – and… Trontan?” I ask. “And what did Eleanor mean about the AI?”

      Aldrich pauses, looking at me for a long moment. I wish I could hear his thoughts.

      “Fort Saph is a city,” he says finally.

      “A city?” I ask, intrigued. “Another city? Where?”

      The idea of a city outside The Society seems crazy to me, as far-fetched as the existence of angels, or dragons, or castles in the sky, or… my own Gift.

      Society history lessons teach students that there is nothing beyond the border but endless, uncivilized wasteland, vast forests, and scorched earth. Until now, I’ve never really had a reason to believe anything else.

      I stare at Aldrich, waiting.

      “It was razed to the ground and written out of our reality over two decades ago,” he says reluctantly.

      I frown. “Written out of our reality? Does that mean it still exists?”

      He glances out of the window. “The conspiracy theorists seem to think so.”

      “And what do you think?” I ask. “Is Trontan a city too?”

      He looks back at me, his eyes dark. “I’d advise you not to mention any of this again, Aurora.”

      I press my lips together, hiding my curiosity about this other world Aldrich can’t deny.

      I wonder if it’s like The Society – or worse.

      I wonder if it’s better.

      We leave the ambulance in the parking lot of Edcal Pharmaceuticals.

      It's starting to rain, and the air smells of wet earth.

      I follow Aldrich toward a drive-pad at the side of the building where a compact silver-blue shuttle is parked.

      The side doors slide upward on the car-sized vehicle.

      “After you,” Aldrich says.

      I climb in and take one of the six seats. Aldrich sits opposite me.

      The doors close, the windows darken, and the ground rumbles beneath us as the drive-pad descends into the tunnel network below. I stifle a yawn. I should have napped earlier.

      The pixels in the windows swirl and form a video feed of the world above. I watch the Edcal building and its parking lot pass over us in shades of black and grey.

      We come to a brief stop before the shuttle darts off like a bullet.

      When we reach the Old City, the shuttle ascends to street level, where the window screens become transparent. I gaze out at familiar run-down streets and dilapidated houses. There are no protestors here tonight. No signs or masks. No sense of an uprising at all.

      The place is deathly quiet.

      Did The Society leave anyone alive when they shut down the protest I saw?

      “There’s a food bank on the corner of Briar Road,” I tell Aldrich. “We can park out of sight there.”

      Using the reflection in the shuttle window, I adjust my cap, making sure to hide every last red tendril from view. I can’t risk being recognized and reported.

      I glance at the shuttle’s clock.

      9:50 p.m.

      We’re twenty minutes late.

      We park in a narrow alleyway alongside the food bank, wedging the shuttle next to an overflowing dumpster.

      I jump out before Aldrich does and drop Mum’s phone, stamping hard on it and kicking it toward the dumpster. It skitters out of sight underneath just as Aldrich emerges from the shuttle, puffing and panting.

      He slams the door shut. “You’d better lead the way.”

      We stand in the rain at the deserted food bank, waiting for any sign of Edward.

      We don’t speak.

      Edward could have come and gone already. He could be watching from a distance, making sure that Aldrich hasn’t brought an army of Cogs with him.

      The rain soaks into my jacket.

      “We’re too late,” I say, wanting to scream in frustration. “He’s not coming.”

      Aldrich sighs. “We’ll try to contact him again…”  He trails off as a beat-up van with a solitary headlight drives into the street.

      The vehicle slows and then pulls to a stop alongside us.

      I take a step forward onto the road.

      “Be careful, Aurora,” Aldrich warns.

      As I’m peering into the dirty passenger-side window to see if Edward or Neeve are inside, the side door of the van slides open.

      I stifle a scream as two armed and hooded figures burst out.
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      I spring back, ready to run, and trip over the edge of the sidewalk. I put my hands out behind me to catch myself as I fall backward. The passenger side door opens.

      Move, Aura.

      "Don't you know, I am Dr. Calvin Aldrich?" the doctor splutters behind me, as the dark-clad figures stride toward him, guns aimed at his head.

      “Aura,” a voice calls from inside of the van. “Get in!”

      "Don't do this," Aldrich warns his assailants as they drag him inside of the van. "You're being watched!"

      “Aura!” the voice says again.

      I get up and stare into the open door of the van, ready to use my Gift, but I stop short.

      “Reece?” I whisper, scarcely able to believe my eyes. “What’s going on? Are you with Edward?”

      The side door slams behind Aldrich and the masked figures.

      “Get in, Aura.”

      I jump into the cab next to my friend, and he speeds away, headlights off.

      I look around the darkened cab, trying to get my breath.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “I was supposed to meet Edward!”

      “I’m taking you to him,” Reece says.

      “And the hoods and the guns?”

      “It’s Calvin Aldrich,” Reece says, giving me a side-glance. “We aren’t giving him anything.”

      Calvin Aldrich is not to be trusted. Did you forget that, Aura?

      “He’s not exactly what we thought. He stopped my recalibration and let me see my Mum,” I say. “I think he wants to see Robert go down as much as we do.”

      Reece keeps his eyes on the road.

      “Who’s in the back with him?” I ask.

      “Clark and James,” Reece says.

      I look at him, surprised. “Is the whole camp in the Old City now? Selena?” I ask, suddenly desperate to see my sister.

      “A few of us. Selena is here, with Helen and Mum and a few others. She’s safe,” he says, glancing at me. “She wanted to see you tonight, but none of us knew how this was going to pan out.”

      “But why would you all come back here?” I ask. “Did something happen?”

      “We came to help you, Aura. You can’t get your dad out on your own.”

      “James came for me?” I ask, incredulous.

      Reece rolls his eyes. "Well, okay, a few people came because they wanted to take down President Wolfe."

      I stare out the window, trying to imagine a world without Robert Wolfe. I wonder if anyone from the camp knows about Fort Saph or the SLA.

      Reece glances at me again and interrupts my thoughts. “Aura, are you okay?”

      I lean back in my seat and take a breath, remembering Seb’s reaction when he saw me this morning. “I just need to do what I came back to do.”

      “Good,” he says. “You’ve come too far to give up now.”

      I look at him, wondering how he thinks I’m going to succeed. All of my doubts about Edward begin to surface.

      “Reece, has Edward actually told you that he’s here to help my dad?” I ask.

      He looks at me as if I’ve said something odd. “You and Graham are all he talks about.”

      “Really?”

      He frowns. “Edward made it sound like this was the plan all along?”

      I swallow. “It was… I just…” I rub my eyes. “It’s been a long twenty-four hours.”

      “Want to talk about it?” he asks.

      I sigh. “Not right now.”

      Reece takes a sharp corner. There’s a heavy thump from the back of the van, as if Aldrich has taken a tumble.

      “How did you get back across the border?” I ask, remembering my own frightening journey out with Selena.

      “Seems like security is shot all over The Society,” Reece says. “The Cogs at the border have been re-deployed to keep peace inside the city. We crossed this morning with no one to stop us.”

      I pull my cap off and put it on the dashboard as my hair tumbles down around my shoulders.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “A safehouse close-by,” Reece says. “An old bot farm.”

      Before they had CASS monitors, the government used bot farms to control The Society, spewing hatred and propaganda into the social feeds, writing and rewriting narratives to crush all resistance to their aims.

      My eyebrows go up.

      “It’s exactly what we needed,” Reece says. “There are supplies – loads of old vending machines full of stuff – and a ton of computers and phones so we’re not in the dark about what’s going on.”

      “Is that where we’re meeting Edward?”

      “No,” Reece says. “It’s a few blocks in the other direction. Edward was worried Aldrich would have us followed.”

      Reece avoids the main streets, keeping to the back alleys until we’re on the outskirts of the Old City. The pockmarked roads become more perilous as we go.

      Finally, Reece pulls to a stop. He takes a flashlight out of the glove compartment before we clamber out into a derelict alley.

      The side door of the van is already open, and James is peering out. Behind him, Clark gives me a nod.

      Aldrich is slumped on the floor of the van with a black bag on his head and handcuffs around his wrists.

      “Is he okay?” I ask quietly.

      Aldrich groans.

      “Are we bringing him in?” James asks Reece, ignoring my question.

      “No,” I say before Reece can answer. “I want to speak to Edward alone first.”

      “Give us a shout when you’re ready for him,” James says, sliding the van door shut again.

      Reece turns on the flashlight and pushes open a rotten wooden gate. "Watch your step," he says, leading me through a backyard littered with broken glass and dog excrement.

      He unlatches the back door of the house and I follow him into a small, sparsely furnished space. It looks like it was once a living room, but those days are long gone.

      A sofa missing all of its cushions is pushed up against one of the walls, and what's left of the threadbare carpet is discolored with damp and mold. There's a rusty old dog cage in the corner.

      Three plastic chairs stand around an old electric heater in the middle of the room.

      Edward rises from one of the chairs when we come in, and I notice he’s holding a gun.

      The firearm dangles awkwardly in his right hand as if he's not used to holding one.

      I swallow anxiety. So much has happened since I last saw him. I don’t want to let my guard down.

      “You’re here.” He strides over to me and wraps me in a fatherly embrace. He's wearing grey slacks and walking boots and bundled into a thick winter coat and scarf.

      “Hi, Edward.” Uncertainty swirls around me as I breathe in the damp smell of his clothes.

      I want an explanation. I want to trust him. I want to know that Aldrich has been feeding me lies about him, about everything.

      “When you disappeared from the cabin, we didn’t know if we’d see you again,” he says, stepping back. “I’m glad to see you safe.”

      I wish I felt safe. There are so many questions I need to ask.

      Why did you have Dad arrested?

      Why didn’t you tell me your son was a Savant?

      Will assembling The Triptych save Dad – or just transfer power in The Society to you?

      Were you ever planning to come for me?

      “I’ll be outside with the van,” Reece says from the doorway.

      "Thank you, Reece," Edward says. Reece leaves and Edward sits on one of the chairs, gesturing at me to do the same.

      “You took a huge risk yesterday,” he says. “And it paid off. My son…”

      “Does Neeve know yet?” I ask him abruptly, still standing. “Or does she just think you stole a Savant?”

      Edward swallows. Hard.

      “She knows about Rivers now,” he says quietly.

      I look him square in the eye. “Don’t you think his being a Savant was information I needed to know?”

      He shifts in his seat. “I didn’t know if I’d ever set foot outside of the bunker, let alone see my son again. I wasn’t sending you in for him, if that’s what you mean.”

      “The whole Society is looking for him,” I say.

      “They won’t find him.”

      “And now that I’m here, you've got the whole Triptych at your disposal?" I ask, my heart thumping at my boldness.

      He scratches the back of his neck.

      Just get it all out, Aura.

      Picturing Eleanor Bird’s confrontation with Robert, I carry on.

      “You told me we were going to save my parents and push Robert out of power,” I say. “Then I find out – from Calvin Aldrich – that you've wanted to assemble The Triptych for years and that it could spark some kind of cataclysm.”

      Edward's stare is intense. "Please. Sit down, Aura. Let me explain.”

      I hesitate before sitting in the opposite chair, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Does Calvin know about your Gift?” he asks.

      “Yes, he knows,” I snap, just wanting an answer.

      “And Robert?”

      “No. Aldrich hasn’t said anything to Robert.”

      I shake my head. I’m the one who needs answers. “Edward, this is not an explanation.”

      “How did Calvin find out about your Gift?”

      I inhale deeply. “I had to break out of the Presidential Mansion last night to remove your thought imprint from the firewall,” I tell him. “And I went to see Dad while I was in The Telepathe. They caught me on camera.”

      I describe my altercation with Robert, my night in the menagerie, and the way I haven’t been able to hear Aldrich’s thoughts since.

      “Aldrich covered for me,” I say. “He told Robert he’d only had a fall, and he promised he wouldn't recalibrate me if I got him a meeting with you.”

      Edward is looking at me strangely. “Influencers can’t be recalibrated.”

      I blink. “Does the doctor know that?”

      “Of course he does,” he says.

      I have to laugh.

      “So he lied to me to get to you, and you lied to me to get to him.”

      “I didn’t lie to you, Aura, I… omitted things,” he says. “There is a difference.”

      “So what Aldrich said about your plans for The Triptych is true?”

      Something like anger flickers across his face before he smooths it with a pleading look.

      “I didn’t have a plan after Aldrich banished us! I've been trying to get back here for years. I never imagined that an Influencer would stumble into my bunker – or that I’d see my son again,” he says, his voice rising.

      “The last eighteen years have almost killed Rivers. It will be a long time before he fully heals – if he ever fully heals. What plans for what Triptych could I have had?”

      I resist the urge to soften.

      “Then why was Aldrich so afraid?” I ask.

      There has to be an explanation for his terror in the menagerie.

      “Was he afraid?" Edward asks softly. "Or was he just manipulating you?”

      I try to remember the specifics of Aldrich’s reaction, but my memory is fuzzy.

      "He said I didn't know what I'd started," I mutter. "That there were other elements at play –"

      Edward shrugs apologetically. “I don’t know what that means.”

      I sigh.

      “You know me, Aura.” He’s almost pleading with me now. “Do you really think I would force you and Neeve and Rivers to do anything? I have never intended to hurt you.”

      I don’t answer that. I don’t ‘really think’ anything right now.

      “My interest in The Triptych has always been theoretical. Scientific,” Edward says. “I’m not Calvin or Robert. I don’t want to control people. I want people to be free. My family, and yours.”

      My gaze jerks up again.

      “Is that why you had my dad arrested?” I ask, my heart pounding.

      Edward swallows but says nothing.

      “Why, Edward?”

      He clears his throat. “Calvin told you, I take it?”

      I close my eyes, fighting tears. “Yes, he told me, and so did Mum.”

      Up until this moment, a tiny part of me had still held on to the hope that Mum had got it wrong – that Edward’s threats to her before Dad’s arrest were just a terrible coincidence.

      “Why my dad?”

      “He… he got in the way.”

      “What?” I want to punch him. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      He wrings his hands together. “It was for Rivers,” he says. “All of it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He sucks in air. “I stayed silent about what was happening in The Society – the mind experiments,  how DN8 was being used to control people, what I knew of Robert’s quest for power – so that I didn’t lose my rights to visit Rivers, but in the end, my silence didn’t matter.”

      He takes off his glasses to wipe his eyes and tries to compose himself.

      “Once they figured out how to use Rivers’ Gift to take complete power, my access to him was immediately revoked. I was informed that Savants had become processing machines for The Society, and while Calvin promised to protect him, I knew the type of testing that was being done. I couldn’t eat, or sleep, or think straight. I was powerless to help him.”

      An image of a place setting at our family table flashes into my mind. An empty chair. A bowl of cold soup. We’d waited for Dad to come home.

      We’d waited for years.

      And then The Announcement taught me the same powerless feeling Edward described.

      “I still don’t understand what Rivers has to do with my dad,” I snap.

      Edward’s top lip trembles. “I knew about your Gift after your mother asked me to help hide it. I thought that if I could develop your power, we might save Rivers – save us all,” he says. “I knew by then that Neeve was a Prophet, and I hoped that The Triptych might be the answer to everything: the key to getting my son back and undoing The Society.”

      “Your interest in The Triptych hasn’t just been theoretical, then,” I quote his earlier statement back to him.

      He looks at me sharply, then goes on.

      “She refused to allow me access to you,” he says. “And I… well, I went quite mad.”

      He stares at the door for a long moment. The only sound in the room is the electric heater clicking in the cold.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      I wait.

      He shakes his head as if he’s trying to clear it, continuing his story. “I… don’t remember much very clearly. I was developing Ice at the time. In my despair, I overdosed. I must have reported Graham in retaliation while I was under its influence... It was my signature that sent him to the Eden Wing...”

      I feel sick.

      “You tore our lives apart because my mum wouldn’t do what you wanted?”

      “I made a stupid, desperate decision that I have regretted ever since.”

      “I’m not going to feel sorry for you.” My voice cracks.

      "Don't," he says. "What I did was unforgivable."

      I wipe my eyes and gulp down air, trying to get myself together. It’s my turn to stare at the door.

      “Why didn’t you rescue my Dad when you rescued Rivers?” I ask.

      “I didn’t rescue Rivers,” he says.

      I look back at him in surprise.

      “There was a momentary glitch in the security code right after you removed my thought imprint, Edward says. “He got out on his own. When he contacted me, I thought it was a joke.”

      I chew my lip. “Aldrich made me think you –”

      Edward holds a hand up. “I can imagine what Calvin told you. I’m doing everything in my power to put things right, Aura. I swear to you.”

      “How?” I ask, weary. “Do you have a real plan now?”

      That doesn’t involve The Triptych?

      “There’s a group called the SLA,” Edward says.

      "What about them?"

      “We believe their goals are aligned with ours,” he says. “We know they want to save your father from execution and free The Society from Robert Wolfe. Neeve is trying to contact them. We’re going to do whatever we can to make sure they succeed.”

      I frown as the BlastGlass attack at Clinic Inc. flashes into my mind. “How do you know we can trust this SLA?” I ask. “The Society says they’re terrorists.”

      “The Society also says your father is a terrorist,” Edward reminds me, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “And we know that the SLA want freedom – even for The Society. If we can collaborate with them, we may not even need Calvin to achieve our goals.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “What if Neeve can’t make contact?” I ask. “What if the SLA won’t join with us? What if they fail?”

      “Aura, the spark has already been lit,” he says. “Without the Savants, the rebellion against Robert and his thought police is growing – even without us.”

      He leans closer.

      “If the SLA broadcast your mother’s memory disk across the entire city on Assembly night as we planned, it may ignite the doubts of everyone in The Society into a roaring flame that will finally end Robert’s power.”

      A tiny ripple of excitement runs through me, but I know better than to get my hopes up.

      There’s too much that can still go wrong.

      “It’s getting late,” I say. “I don’t know how long the medical exam cover story Aldrich told to get us here will be believable. He’s expecting to see you before we leave.”

      “You’re going back with him?”

      I frown. “I have to. I need to keep my Mum safe.”

      Edward takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes.

      “I understand. Calvin can’t be trusted. I could kill him for what he let them do to Rivers,” he says under his breath.

      "He wants Robert out of power too," I say. "It’s probably better if he believes we're all on the same side."

      “I know,” Edward says bitterly. “It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “We’ll check in with each other every day,” I say. “Aldrich will have to allow it, or I’ll tell Robert… everything.”

      He takes a deep breath, then stands. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      “Do you want us to stay?” James asks as he and Reece bring Aldrich into the room. The hood and the handcuffs have been removed.

      “I’ll call you if I need you,” Edward says.

      Aldrich is rumpled and bewildered, but intact. He gives me a slight nod of acknowledgment as James pushes him down into the third chair around the space heater and hands Edward a blister pack of pills and a small vial.

      "He said you asked for these."

      “You and Rivers need a constant supply,” Aldrich says as Edward examines them.

      “Take this to Neeve,” Edward says, handing the vial back to James and slipping the blister pack in the inside pocket of his coat.

      James and Reece leave the room. The electric heater clicks.

      “I’ve often wondered what it would be like to see you again after all of these years,” Edward says, studying Aldrich. “You’ve put on some weight.”

      Aldrich snorts. “I have countless gymnasiums at my disposal and I never have time to use them,” he says with a shrug. “If only I could clone my own memory disk – one of us could take a vacation.”

      “Being Robert Wolfe’s right hand must come with some hardship, I suppose,” Edward says smoothly.

      Like two predators circling, they appraise each other, neither sure how the other will strike.

      Aldrich lets out a low laugh. “One of us had to take the safe road, old friend,” he says. “And we’re both still breathing because I did, aren’t we?”

      "Are we?" Edward smiles a panther smile and leans back in his seat, displaying the entire length of his post-Execution body for Aldrich.

      "Is breath all we need in this world you've helped Robert Wolfe build? We used to want freedom.”

      "The bunker was never meant to be permanent," Aldrich says, bristling at Edward's dig.

      “I don’t care about the bunker,” Edward says, turning the gun over on his lap. “I’d have stayed there for the rest of my days to buy my son’s freedom.”

      Aldrich can’t take his eyes off the weapon. “Rivers was safe,” he says, swallowing hard. “I couldn’t do more. If I showed favoritism... I tried...”

      Edward presses his lips together. “It wasn’t good enough, Calvin.” His voice is deadly quiet. “He was never free.”

      "And how is he now that he is free?" Aldrich asks without acknowledging the anger simmering beneath Edward's words.

      Edward answers him with a glare.

      “I could take a look at him –”

      “We don’t have time for that,” I cut in, aiming my own glare at Aldrich now. “Get to the reason you wanted this meeting.”

      Edward gives me a slight nod.

      “Aurora tells me you plan to remove Robert from power,” Aldrich says. “And that you have a memory disk belonging to Rosalie Cohen which could turn even his most ardent supporters against him.”

      “That’s right,” Edward says quietly.

      “Your timing is better than you know,” Aldrich continues. “It’s not just a few revolutionaries trying to leave The Society anymore. The undercurrent of rebellion triggered by the Graham Jax execution is growing stronger by the hour. The balance of power is already shifting away from Robert Wolfe."

      Edward doesn’t respond.

      “Believe it or not, Edward, I’ve been working against Robert for years, but his control over the Savants has limited my efforts,” Aldrich says. “The Savants are crippled now without Rivers. If the contents of this memory disk are as potent as Aurora claims, we may finally have what we need to remove Robert altogether.”

      Edward shifts in his seat at the word ‘we.’

      “You’ve been loyal to Robert for a long time,” Edward says finally. “You helped him control the Savants – and the whole Society as a result. You’ll forgive me for wondering at this change of heart.”

      Aldrich clears his throat. “There’s no love lost between Robert and me,” he says. “Aurora can attest to that. He’s more concerned with his vendettas than with stability in The Society. His hatred of Graham Jax is a threat to us all. You know what I mean, Edward.”

      He gives Edward a long look.

      “What are you proposing?” Edward asks stiffly.

      “A partnership,” Aldrich says. “If we strike together, I believe we can break his hold.” He clasps his hands together on his lap. “You have a plan. Tell me what you need me to do.”

      There’s a pause. Glass smashes outside, and a car screeches past. Edward seems to be wrestling with what to reveal to Aldrich.

      "On Assembly night, we need Alice's memory disk broadcast to every screen across The Society," he says carefully. "Big screens, ad boards, phones, TVs, tablets, laptops, watches… It needs to be seen by the entire city."

      Aldrich is silent for a moment. “That’s no small task.”

      I look at him sharply, thinking of how quickly he shut down the live feed for the mob at the Clinic Inc.

      “You’re the President’s right hand.” Edward isn’t buying it either. “You’re the second most powerful man in The Society. You can make it happen.”

      Aldrich leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “And when I do?” he asks. “Alice Jax's memory disk may take down the PR narrative about Robert, but what about Graham Jax? He’s running out of time, and you know Robert will kill him anyway.”

      I swallow.

      “Leave Graham to us,” Edward says.

      Aldrich lets it go. “I’d like to see the disk," he says.

      I give Edward a warning glance.

      “You’ll see it on Assembly night, along with everybody else.” Edward keeps his voice light.

      Aldrich bends down, and Edward raises his gun at the sudden movement. “You can’t expect me to risk everything for the truth –” he glances at me “– without so much as a preview.”

      The doctor takes something small and silver out of his boot, and hands it to Edward. “Here.” He watches Edward lower the gun. “I came prepared.”

      A disk player.

      Edward looks at the object for a moment and then takes something from his inside pocket. The tiny gold memory disk glimmers in the half-light. Edward inserts it into Aldrich's player, and a white screen projects from the player onto the faded back wall.

      The memory disk plays automatically.

      I look away, not wanting to see, but still the images appear in my mind’s eye as I listen – the fist coming toward Mum’s face. The piles of blonde hair.

      I grip my chair, waiting for it to be over.

      “…we're calling it a ‘Health and Wellbeing pill’ –  but this is the key to controlling everyone in The Society once and for all, Rosalie,” Robert's voice says.

      I open my eyes to see his grinning face looming large on the back wall as he holds up a vial of DN8.

      Stunned, I look at Edward. I hadn’t seen this part of the disk before.

      Mum’s memory disk is more than the abuse she suffered at Robert’s hands.

      "My God," Aldrich breathes. "This is something. Robert never was discreet when it came to his ambitions.”

      Edward ejects the disk and hands Aldrich the empty player.

      “Won’t I be needing that?” Aldrich asks, looking at the disk.

      Edward pulls a phone out of his inside pocket and hands it to Aldrich.

      “I’ll call you.” He stands. “I expect to speak to Aura once every day until this is over. If there’s no call, there’s no partnership, and we will take you down with Robert.”

      Aldrich stares Edward down from his seat.

      “You will have your call,” Aldrich says, pocketing the phone, “And we should talk about The Triptych.”

      Edward rests his hands on the back of his chair and looks at me.

      “For the first time in history,” Aldrich says slowly, “A Savant, a Prophet, and an Influencer exist in the same lifetime –”

      “I’m not interested in enslaving people, Calvin,” Edward cuts him off.

      My jaw drops. Enslaving?

      A door slams somewhere in the building.

      Suddenly the air seems to crackle with electricity.

      “You forget how long we’ve known one another,” Aldrich says to Edward.

      Aura…

      I freeze. I know that voice.

      "I know how tempted you must be to fulfill your ambition and assemble The Triptych," Aldrich continues, oblivious.

      A figure steps into the room – a grown-up version of the green-eyed little boy from the prison simulation in the bunker. Now tall and lithe with gray scattered through his hair and lines around his mouth, he looks much older than his 29 years.

      “But I must warn you –” Aldrich doesn’t see the room’s new occupant.

      “Rivers, you shouldn’t be here,” Edward speaks in surprise, then shouts suddenly, “No!”

      Startled at his tone, I look for what he’s seen that I haven’t.

      One moment Rivers is walking toward us, his arm raised in a kind of wave, and the next…

      Reece tears through the doorway at the front of the house with James in hot pursuit.

      “He has a Firefly!” Reece shouts.

      A Firefly. A handheld bullet similar to a grenade, designed to cut through steel like butter and turn into deadly nerve gas once embedded into a solid object. During the Great Unrest, Fireflies were used to scatter and kill protesters in Central Square.

      Rivers finishes his “wave” and a tiny gold shard whizzes through the air directly toward Aldrich.

      The Firefly is inches from Aldrich’s forehead when it stops in mid-air.

      In slow motion, I turn to look at Edward. A trickle of sweat runs from his hairline to his eyebrow.

      He gasps, and the bullet starts to move again, slowly this time, as if the air itself is thick and viscous.

      Wait… Is Edward attempting to stop time?

      Seconds before the Firefly makes contact with Aldrich’s flesh, Reece reaches Rivers.

      He grabs the Savant’s arm, points it toward the Firefly, and – snap – the tiny golden bullet hurtles back to a compartment in Rivers’ watch as if pulled by a super magnet.

      Edward falls backward onto the floor, clutching his head.

      Rivers looks at me where I stand frozen as Reece pulls him backward away from Aldrich. The Savant’s face is a mask of pain, but his piercing green gaze reaches into my soul.

      His voice fills my head.

      Don’t give up, Aura. Find the medic and the Savant.
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      “Edward!” I shout, racing to his side.

      Aldrich staggers backward, falling over his chair.

      Edward’s eyes have rolled back in his head just like they did during his blackouts in the bunker. I look to Reece, who has a weakening Rivers in a headlock. “Someone call Neeve!” he grunts.

      “She’s on her way,” James says. “We need him out of here.” He pushes past Reece toward Aldrich, who is throwing up in the corner.

      He holds a gun to the doctor’s head. “Walk.”

      I need to go with him or Mum won’t be safe.

      “Neeve is coming,” I say to an unconscious Edward as James marches Aldrich out of the room. “You’re going to be okay.”

      Reluctantly, I follow.

      Reece manages to get Rivers into one of the chairs. His head lolls forward onto his chest. “You’re leaving?” Reece asks me.

      “This isn’t over. I have to go back,” I say. “For Mum and Dad. Tell Selena I love her. I’ll see you all soon.”

      I race out of the house and across the yard where James is getting into the van. Rain bounces on the sidewalk in the cool darkness outside.

      “Hey! Wait up!” I yell.

      I pull the passenger door open and jump up into the cab.

      Before I have a chance to close the door behind me, James is already tearing up the road.

      “Are you going to be okay with him?” James asks.

      Since when did he care if I was okay? I wipe the rain from my face. “I’ll be fine.”

      My mind spins as I try to understand what just happened – Rivers’ attempt to kill Aldrich, Edward slowing time, Rivers’ telepathic message to me.

      What on earth did he mean?

      He’s the only Savant I’ve met. How does he expect me to find another Savant? Am I supposed to break into The Telepathe again?

      Before I know it, we’re skidding to a halt at the shuttle stop. “Out,” James says. “The side door’s unlocked.”

      I jump out and open the side door. Aldrich staggers toward me and almost knocks me over when he jumps out.

      James roars away with the door still open, and I help a shell-shocked Aldrich make the short walk to the food bank.

      “Are you okay?”

      The doctor doesn’t respond. We round the food bank to find the shuttle in the alley where we left it. He climbs in and leans back in his seat.

      We sit in silence, Aldrich staring blankly through the windshield.

      “We should probably get going… and I don’t know how to start this thing,” I say after a few minutes, unsure of what to do or how long he's going to stay here.

      “Rivers tried to kill me,” he says eventually. “Me.”

      I look at him, not sure how to answer. “And Edward saved you,” I say. “Even after everything.”

      “Yes.” He looks at me. “And he was using your Gift to do it.”

      “My Gift?” I ask, confused.

      “You told me that your memory disk began to sync with his when you first met –”

      I shake my head. “I can’t reverse time like Edward just did.”

      Aldrich pulls out his crumpled handkerchief. “You can,” he says. “Whether you know it or not.” He mops his brow. “It appears that Edward doesn’t need you to assemble The Triptych.”

      What?

      “Edward has no intentions of assembling The Triptych,” I remind him.

      Aldrich lets out a soft laugh as if I’ve told a joke. “Of course not.” He straightens in his seat, exhaling.

      “I need a drink.”

      He takes a hip flask out from the inside of his coat. With shaking hands, he unscrews the top, takes a sip, and passes it to me. “To breathing – for a very long time.”

      I hesitate.

      “Go ahead,” he says and starts the car.

      “To breathing,” I say finally, taking a long swig from the hip flask and letting the liquid burn down the back of my throat.
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      I wake into thick, impenetrable black.

      “... hear me?”

      I flinch as Aldrich’s voice booms suddenly in my ear.

      Something is removed from my head, ripping hair away with it, and suddenly I can see again.

      I blink, disoriented.

      I’m in some kind of pod no bigger than a shower cubicle, looking out into a small lab. There’s an operating table and a gurney containing various syringes, a collection of colorful bottles, and a pile of sharp, shining medical instruments. A long desk with a bank of computers and a big, padded ergonomic chair stands just beyond.

      Aldrich stands nearby, studying me. He’s wearing his white lab coat again. The blood spots are gone.

      He seems taller somehow.

      For a moment, I wonder if I’m just dreaming.

      “Where am I?” I ask.

      My voice sounds childish and not at all like me.

      I try to move, but something holds me in place where I stand, as if a powerful magnet is holding my head, arms, and legs. I can wiggle my toes and my fingers, but my feet aren't touching the ground.

      “How do you feel?” Aldrich asks, moving toward me. He shines a penlight into each of my eyes, dazzling me.

      I try clearing my throat.

      “What’s happening?”

      My voice is no stronger.

      “What is your full name?” he asks, ignoring my question.

      “Aurora Leigh Jax,” I snap. “Dr. Aldrich. What’s going on?”

      “What day is it?”

      “I don’t know – Sunday?”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “Rivers attacked you,” I say. “We were in the shuttle.”

      He nods. “Good.”

      “I should call Edward,” I say.

      Aldrich ignores me.

      I glare at him. “Why am I here anyway? Wasn’t I supposed to go back to the Presidential mansion after we met with Edward?”

      Mum was going to tell me about Farah…

      Aldrich presses a button above my head and steps back. Whatever invisible force was holding me in place releases its grip on me, and I fall forward. I grab onto the gurney, rattling bottles and syringes as I try to steady myself.

      "We'll do further testing once you're settled in," Aldrich says, watching me.

      “Settled in where? What are you talking about?” I fight the wave of panic building inside of me. My voice still doesn’t sound right.

      “You’re in The Facility,” he says. “You’ll get used to it.”

      He’s not making any sense.

      “What Facility? Has Robert ordered this?”

      “Robert has trusted Aurora’s care to me.”

      If this is a dream, now would be a good time to wake up, Aura.

      I turn, looking for an exit, and catch a glimpse of myself in the reflective surface of one of the metallic panels in the lab. Except…

      No.

      It’s not me.

      I’m not me.

      A chill runs through me.

      This is a dream. A nightmare. It has to be.

      “What have you done?” I ask, and the small blonde girl in the reflection mouths my words at the same time.

      “I’ve given you a new body,” Aldrich says, meeting my eyes in the reflective surface.

      I clutch my face, feeling as if I’m falling. I have the same flashing piece of metal embedded in my neck that Seb has. The skin around it feels tender and sore.

      I feel sick. Upside down.

      This isn’t real.

      He can’t have done this to me. How did he…?

      I remember the flask I drank in the shuttle.

      “Let’s take you to your room,” he says.

      “No!” I hurl myself at him, scratching and kicking, but this new body is scrawny and weak. He easily grabs my wrists and holds me at arm's length.

      His features blur as I try to focus on his thoughts.

      My mind fires faster and faster, trying to find something to hold onto, to get into his mind, but… there’s still nothing there.

      Why can’t I connect with him?

      I might as well be standing in the lab on my own for all the influence I have over him.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura...

      “What have you done to me?”

      He sets me down.

      “What have you done to me?” I ask again, louder this time. “Why can’t I use my Gift on you?”

      “Dr. Goodman injected you with a harmless chemical in the menagerie,” he says.

      I remember Seb’s syringe and the strange gray liquid burning through my body. That had rendered me powerless against Aldrich?

      “The chemical compounds are synthesized with a particular thought imprint, to give the patient a blind spot where the subject is concerned. Me, in your case. I’ve been testing the method on trauma patients for a few years.”

      I sag against the wall.

      “Who am I?” I ask. “Whose body is this?”

      “A young Worker who was happy to be given a better chance in life.”

      Tears prick my eyes. “Why would you do this?”

      "I saw an opportunity, and I took it," he says pragmatically. "Robert Wolfe is too unstable to accomplish anything of value anymore, and his obsession with your mother has made him weak. I built this city, Aurora. I made it what it is. And now, with you, with The Triptych, I can finally take everything to the next level. I can create a blueprint to control the wider world.” He sneers. “I’m going to be more powerful than Robert could ever have imagined.”

      My stomach churns.

      “How are you going to make The Triptych? And aren’t you worried about creating a cataclysm?” I ask. “Or did you make all that up to scare me?”

      “I’m working with a higher power,” he says. “There won’t be a cataclysm if I’m at the helm. You and Edward may have started this thing, but I’m the one who is going to finish it.”

      “A higher – aren’t you forgetting The Society Rules you helped write?” I push him, desperate to knock him off-balance somehow. “Rule number 2 – ‘religion will not be tolerated.’”

      He snorts. “Do be quiet, Aurora,” he says. “You’re giving me a headache.”

      “Why did you even bother meeting with Edward?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief. “You could have brought me straight here.”

      “Come now, Aurora. You must know that the Savant can’t remain at large. I needed to locate Rivers, and I needed to know what was on that memory disk.” He waves his hand dismissively. “I’ll have them both in my control soon enough.”

      “I won’t do what you want,” I say. “I won’t be part of any Triptych.”

      "Yes, you will," he says with confidence. "Because if you don't, I promise you that your friend Dr. Goodman and that little band of deserters who think they’re hiding in the Old City will pay the price of your refusal.”

      I can only stare at him, numb.

      “I think you’ll like The Facility,” he says, as if he’s selling me a luxury apartment. “There are others like you here.”

      Like me? What does that mean?

      Nothing makes any sense.

      “We may have to adjust your medication over the next few weeks, depending on how you react to the proximity of other Gifted people,” he says. “But we’ll be monitoring you closely. We can’t risk you using your Gift here in the unmediated way Edward encouraged.”

      “I hate you,” I say in my pathetic child’s voice.

      “What a waste of your energy,” he says. “This is the best thing that has ever happened to you. There will be no more hiding, running, or fighting. You will live here in comfort for as long as I need you, and the research I do with you and the control we will wield will cement my place in history.”

      “You wouldn’t have any of this without Robert,” I point out.

      He laughs at that. “The Society will be here long after Robert has gone,” he says. “He’s merely the figurehead I support for now.” He pauses for a moment, looking at me. “Wouldn’t it be ironic if I chose your father next? We’ll give him a new memory disk, of course, but just imagine how the people would rally behind him.”

      I stare at him in shock.

      Aldrich has been the one in control all along. Not Robert, or Edward. Certainly not me.

      I thought I was powerful. As scared as I had been of the man who invented The Chair, I didn't truly think he could hurt me after I discovered my Gift.

      And now…

      I feel like a fool.

      I should have gotten away from him when Reece and Edward offered. Together, we could have helped Mum.

      “Edward will come for me,” I say, grasping at anything I can think of to make Aldrich afraid again.

      He doesn’t take the bait.

      “Aurora and I will be contacting Edward every day on that phone he gave me,” he says. “He won’t suspect a thing.”

      Find the medic and the Savant.

      “Rivers knows the truth,” I answer.

      Aldrich waves a dismissive hand. “The Savant’s abilities fluctuate on a minute-to-minute basis,” he says. “For the past eighteen years, he’s had The Telepathe to make sense of his mind – more years than you’ve been alive. Without that infrastructure – and a constant supply of medication – he won’t even be able to function.”

      I feel like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me.

      “I thought you gave Edward medication?”

      “Those were sugar pills, Aurora,” Aldrich says.

      “I wish Edward had let him kill you,” I growl. “When I get out of here, I’ll do it myself.”

      He lowers his face close to mine. “You’re not getting out of here, Aurora. You can’t save them. You can’t save yourself. It’s time you accepted that. There never was a happily-ever-after for you and your parents.”

      I scrub my eyes with small fists. I wonder how long the imprint-blocking drug he’s given me lasts.

      “I’ll choose my own ending,” I mutter, looking away so he can’t see any fear.

      He brushes a stray hair away from my eyes. “Hope is a dangerous thing, my dear.”
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      When I was a little kid and things got tough, Dad would remind me there was nothing the universe could put us through that we couldn’t cope with as long as we held onto hope.

      ‘You’re stronger than you know,’ he would say before wiping my tears and kissing me on the forehead.

      How do I hold on to hope here, Dad? I wonder as I stare blindly at Aldrich.

      I’m sure he never imagined I’d face anything like this.

      My mind trapped in somebody else’s body.

      Being imprisoned in Aldrich’s Facility with no possibility of escape.

      No one who knows me having any idea that anything is wrong.

      If I step out of line, Aldrich will hurt everyone I care about.

      And Dad – Dad will be executed in a matter of days.

      Panic ripples through my new body. I feel suffocated. Buried alive.

      “Your name is Opal Atkins,” Aldrich says. “In The Facility, you’ll be known as IO12.”

      “How long are you keeping me here?” I demand.

      "You're not leaving," he says. "The sooner you accept that, the better off you will be."

      My mouth is dry.

      “Come,” he says, ushering me out of the lab.

      “They’ll know that the other girl isn’t me – my Mum will know,” I say through gritted teeth.

      "Your mother is barely allowed out of her room, dear," he says. "She can't help you."

      I swallow.

      I need to think clearly if I’m going to have any chance of getting out of here.

      I take a silent, steadying breath and scan my surroundings as Aldrich escorts me through The Facility.

      We seem to be in some kind of open-plan, hi-tech prison with a strange chemical smell on the warm air that circulates the building. I don’t see any windows, just a bunch of darkened digital screens depicting forests and fields, and overhead strips of dim artificial light.

      I count twelve circular cafeteria tables on this floor, and several doors to my left – one of them labeled Gymnasium. Three staircases lead up to another level.

      A TidyUpBot buzzes around the table legs, drawing my attention to several circles on the floor, set two yards apart, each imprinted with a number.

      “Ah! Echo!” Aldrich says. I look up to see the AI from the Clinic Inc. padding down the staircase opposite us, buttoning a white lab coat over his gray suit.

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll put him to sleep again?” I ask.

      Aldrich turns to me, and his breath is hot on my ear. “Echo is as immune to your Gift as I am after our little “test” at Clinic Inc.,” he says. “But if you do try anything, you know what will happen.”

      I dig my nails into my palms.

      … Influencer…

      I blink as a burst of Echo’s thought enters my head. I wonder if Aldrich is wrong about the AI’s immunity.

      “Good evening, Dr. Aldrich,” Echo says as he strides across the cafeteria. “Is this the Influencer?”

      “This is IO12,” Aldrich grabs my shoulders from behind and pushes me forward. “Please show her to her pod and explain the rules of The Facility to her.”

      “Welcome, IO12,” Echo says, holding out a hand.

      I cross my arms over my chest and blink away tears, willing myself not to cry.

      Aldrich’s phone buzzes in his shirt pocket, and he releases me.

      “Echo is The Facility manager,” he says, taking out his phone. He glances at the screen and cancels the call. “He is my eyes and ears here.”

      Despite my efforts, a hot, wet tear escapes and runs down my cheek. Why did I ever believe that the man who invented The Chair might be an ally?

      Echo lifts my chin and studies my face. "I will not have self-pity in The Facility," he scolds. "You're a fortunate child. Your Gift will serve The Society for years to come."

      I stand up tall, swiping at the tears.

      “Self-pity?” I glare at the AI. “It's late, and I’m tired.”

      Aldrich's phone rings again, and he cancels the call a second time. “Take her to her pod,” he instructs. “I'll reassess her in the morning.”

      “Yes, Dr. Aldrich,” Echo says.

      "Rest up, IO12," Aldrich says, patting me on the head. I don't look at him. "Tomorrow, you'll use your Gift as you've never used it before."

      He disappears back into the lab. I see him grab a long black overcoat from the stand before the door closes behind him.

      “This way,” Echo says, and I follow him across the cafeteria. He walks briskly, gliding in his AI way across the vinyl tiles. “My office is there –” he gestures to a door on our right marked DOCK – “if you should need me after hours.”

      He leads me up the farthest staircase. "We have the capacity for thirty residents," he continues, "and we currently house one Savant, eleven Prophets, and a Seer."

      A Seer? I’ve never heard of that Gift before.

      “You will be the first Influencer to reside here,” he says.

      After what Edward and Aldrich have told me about the rare occurrence of Influencers, at least that doesn’t surprise me.

      “We have chef-prepared, nutritionally-balanced meals tailored specifically to each resident's needs,” Echo drones on like the AI who gave the Elite recruits the tour at the Telepathe. “There is also a Gymnasium, a Virtual Reality room, and a large indoor garden for relaxation during free time.”

      “Do we ever get to leave?” I ask. “Visit home?” I quickly correct myself.

      He glances back at me.

      … Old City… Why…

      Despite Aldrich’s drugs, I am definitely hearing the faint buzz of the AI’s thought imprint.

      Don’t get too excited, Aura.

      It won’t mean anything unless I can figure out an escape.

      "The safety of our residents is paramount to Dr. Aldrich." Echo ignores my question. "The Facility has 360-degree cameras watching over residents at all times. Each resident is fitted with a tracker to assist in the case of an emergency. There is also a state-of-the-art laser force field around the building's perimeter to prevent unauthorized entrance."

      Unauthorized entrance, or escape?

      Numbered doors circle the top floor of the building.

      “Pod number twelve for IO12,” Echo says, leading me to the door bearing the same number. “ ‘Twelve’ is your assigned number here at The Facility.”

      He pushes open the door to the pod, and we step inside. I immediately spot a 360-degree camera in the corner.

      The compact room contains a single bed and a large touch screen on the right-hand wall, a small amount of floor space, and a mirrored closet and bathroom area to the left of the entrance. Between the bathroom and the bed is a small chest of drawers with a lamp and a tray containing a sandwich in a plastic carton, a packet of cookies, and a bottle of water.

      “You will use the touch screen to access your daily timetable, take virtual classes, view video messages from your family, catch up on the news, or contact me,” Echo says.

      He points to the closet. “You'll find a uniform, a sweater, and two pairs of slippers in there. Place your dirty clothes into the container by 8:00 p.m. so the LaundryBot can collect them.”

      He looks me up and down. “And you may leave the clothes you’re wearing by the door.”

      He turns to look at me with cold, emotionless eyes.

      “You might think you are special because you have a Gift, but this is my Facility, IO12. Do not expect special treatment.”

      I swallow. “I wouldn’t.”

      Satisfied, he smiles and turns to go. “Breakfast is served at 7:00 a.m. Your timetable has the details.”

      The glass door closes behind him.

      I watch him head downstairs and disappear into his office, and then I try the door.

      To my surprise, it opens.

      I lean against the doorframe and glare up at the camera.

      That means there's just you and a state-of-the-art laser force field to contend with, then.

      Shutting the door, I go to the closet and get the first good look I’ve had at my new self in the mirrored door.

      Opal's body has blue eyes and long baby-blonde hair that needs a good brushing. She is about five inches shorter than I am. If Aldrich swept Opal away after her 11+, I guess she would be about Selena's age.

      I push stringy hair behind my ears and notice that the tracker embedded in my neck is no longer flashing.

      I stare at it in the mirror, waiting for it to come back on, but it doesn’t.

      Deciding to pretend I haven't noticed, I open the closet and grab a uniform and a pair of slippers.

      Turning my back to the camera, I remove Opal’s clothing, fold it and place it next to the door, and then put on the uniform – a shapeless long-sleeved khaki green top with matching trousers.

      I step into white slippers and open the sandwich carton. My stomach grumbles in anticipation.

      I devour the contents and tear into the cookies, washing it all down with some water.

      Satisfied, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and press the touchscreen next to the bed.

      The screen lights up and the message: ‘Welcome IO12’ scrolls across the screen.

      At the top left, it tells me that today’s date is Monday, October 22, and it’s 01:09 a.m.

      It’s been less than 24 hours since Seb came for me in The Menagerie.

      I scroll through the six options listed on the home screen:

      
        
        Your Timetable

        Classroom

        Society News

        Call Echo

        Messages (0)

        Alerts (0)

      

      

      Yawning, I tap Society News. There’s a late-night live report about the fires in the Artificial Gardens. I wonder why Robert lifted the ban on the news story.

      I tap the Timetable, and the screen reveals a schedule, presumably for tomorrow:

      
        
        0700: breakfast

        0800: wash and dress

        0900: tests

        1200: medical exam

        1300: lunch

        1400: classes

        1700: recreation

        1800: dinner

        1900: recreation

        2100: wash

        2200: lights out

      

      

      I swallow. Four hours of tests and medical exams with Aldrich.

      Opal! Where are you? Help me!

      I turn, startled, expecting to see somebody standing behind me, but the pod is empty. I open my door and check the hall. Nothing.

      The boy’s voice was right in my ear.

      It must be the medication – or the Prophets, or the Savants. Maybe, their Gifts are messing with my head like Neeve and Rivers. Or maybe it’s some experiment of Aldrich’s.

      I need to get out of here.

      I need to warn Edward – and I need to get Selena somewhere safe.

      After what he’s done to me, I’m pretty sure Aldrich won’t rest until he tracks Rivers down and gets his hands on Mum’s memory disk.

      I don’t want Selena there if he succeeds.

      I stare down the empty hall.

      There has to be a way out.
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      From my pod, I can see down to the darkened cafeteria.

      Noting the strip of light beneath Echo's closed door, I slip out of the pod, close my door behind me, and pad through the corridor and down the staircase.

      If Echo sees me, I’ll say I was coming to tell him about my tracker. If he doesn’t, I’ll know nobody is watching those cameras very closely.

      His office is to my left.

      From where I stand at the bottom of the stairs, I can see the door to the Gymnasium in front of me, with a communal bathroom next to it. To my right, there's just a thick black glass wall.

      I look behind me and see two sets of double doors.

      Turning, I crack the first set of doors open and brush past a gigantic plastic plant. I jump as a tiny MicroPet nuzzles up to my leg.

      I back out of what must be the garden Echo referenced, using my foot as a barrier to keep the creature inside.

      I open the other set of doors into a dimly lit reception area. There is another set of shuttered doors at the far side of this room with a row of red lights studded along the floor beneath them.

      I turn back the way I came and cross the cafeteria, almost tripping over a TidyUpBot and falling against a table. In spite of the clatter, no one appears to send me back to my room.

      Past the labs, Gymnasium, and bathroom, I spot a sign reading FIRE EXIT at the edge of the black glass wall and turn right, my slippers squeaking on the floor.

      There’s a faint red glow beneath another set of double doors in front of me, but I push against them anyway. The corridor beyond is studded with the same tiny red lights as the reception area.

      The fire doors leading outside are only a tantalizing ten yards away.

      “You already figured out that nobody watches the cameras?” a friendly voice whispers, and I jump, letting the doors swing shut.

      Thankfully, they don’t slam.

      In the dark, I hadn’t noticed the girl sitting cross-legged on the floor, her back to the wall.

      “I’m Charlie,” she says.

      “I’m…” I hesitate. “I’m Opal.”

      I sit down next to her on the hard floor.

      “If you’re thinking of running, think again. Those lasers will melt your bones,” she says. “I come down here every night hoping they’ll be off.”

      My heart sinks. “How long have you been here?”

      “Six months,” she says.

      “Six months?”

      I can’t imagine being here for six days.

      “I am – well, was – the new girl,” she says. “Some of the others have been here for years.”

      That’s not going to be you, Aura. You’re getting out of here.

      “How did they find out about you?” I ask, thinking of the faked 11+ results that had hidden my Gift and made me a Worker instead. “I’m guessing you’re not here because of an 11+ exam… like I am.”

      “I was a completely normal kid until I hit thirteen –” she flashes the Worker tattoo on her wrist – “and then my Gift surfaced on the way home from a workhouse shift. Dr. Aldrich says that’s unusual, that other Gifted people know they’re Gifted all their lives.”

      She shrugs. “He also says I’m the first Seer he’s come across.”

      “I’ve never heard of a Seer before, either,” I say.

      "I see things through other people's eyes," she explains. "It's like being inside of their head looking out."

      She yawns. "Weird, huh? Dr. Aldrich is trying to train me to control it so I can become some kind of security camera working in tandem with the Savants. I can't choose the eyes I see through, though, so he's frustrated."

      She’s describing what I felt in the menagerie, when I somehow saw Neeve and Edward in the Old City.

      Back in the bunker, Edward told me that Influencers could absorb aspects of others’ Gifts after only the briefest contact.

      Does that mean I’ve been around a Seer before?

      “Did you tell somebody?” I ask. “Is that how they found out?”

      "No, I never told anyone. I was too afraid," Charlie says. "But on the day of my scan, they found an anomaly on my tests. And then I ended up here."

      “Your scan?” I ask absently, my mind full of thoughts about Seers and when I might have come across one to absorb some of their Gift.

      She pats her belly, which I now notice is rounded like Brown’s wife’s belly. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Oh. Wow,” I say. “Um… Congratulations, I guess?”

      She gives me a sad smile.

      “When is the baby due?”

      “Three weeks.”

      I don’t know what to say. “That’s… hard. Being in here... Is there anything I can do?” The thought of having a baby, let alone having a baby here, makes me feel like throwing up.

      “It would be harder if I didn’t know she was going to grow up far away from here,” she says.

      “What do you mean?”

      She moves in closer. “Hansel, the Savant, and I used to sit at the same table. He told me about a place called Fort Saph. One of the Prophets saw it in a vision, and they saw my daughter there too. So whatever happens to me, at least I know she’s going to be alright.”

      “Right.”

      Fort Saph again.

      I look around the corridor, trying to imagine a place that isn’t here, imagine a larger world, other cities, and other places like the ‘Trontan’ Eleanor Bird had mentioned.

      “The name just sounds beautiful, doesn't it?" Charlie continues with a yawn. "Like a fortress made of sapphires or something."

      I smile around a sudden pang of homesickness for Selena. “You sound like my sister.”

      Opal. Help me!

      I flinch as the little boy’s voice fills my head again.

      “Are you okay?” Charlie asks, noticing my face.

      “I’m just tired,” I lie.

      “Me too,” she says. “I should get to bed.” She stands and rubs her lower back. “Remember what I said about the lasers.”

      I watch Charlie go, but I can’t bring myself to follow her.

      I need to get out of this place.

      I stare at the little red lights.

      Maybe the lasers aren’t even real, or maybe they’re like the cameras – just something psychological to keep us here.

      Why would Aldrich have actual lasers in a place like this? He wouldn’t want his Gifted inmates getting hurt.

      I hover at the door, wrestling with what to do.

      I can’t just go back to bed. If there’s a chance, I need to try.

      Come on, Aura.

      I take a breath, step into the corridor, and promptly bite down on my lip to stop myself from crying out in agony.

      Instantly I pull back, sagging against the doors, my eyes watering from the searing pain in my foot.

      There’s no getting out of here this way.

      Holding on to the wall for support, I hobble back into the cafeteria and then hop on one foot into the communal bathroom.

      The bathroom lights come up automatically, blinding me for a moment.

      I look down and see that my slipper has started to disintegrate on my foot. The skin beneath is blackened and raw, covered with a rash of tiny painful blisters.

      Oh, God.

      I peel off the remains of the slipper and discard it in the trash. Next, I run the faucet and splash cold water onto my foot, soaking the floor in the process.

      It doesn’t do any good.

      The wound is only getting worse, and now the blistering is running up my calf.

      I can’t just sleep this off.

      I swallow angry tears.

      I’m going to have to tell Echo.

      I limp back the way I came, dragging myself and my throbbing leg past Lab1 and Lab2 until I reach Echo’s office.

      I can’t feel my foot.

      I knock twice and Echo opens the door.

      “IO12.” He looks at me in surprise. “Why are you out of bed?”

      Behind him, I see a large charging dock, big enough for an adult male to stand or sit inside comfortably, and a muted screen playing the Society News.

      In front of the screen is a glass tank with a tiny pink kitten at one end and a gold python at the other. The python darts toward the frightened animal and swallows it whole.
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      The kitten moves as a lump down the python’s body.

      “I had an accident,” I say, nodding down at my leg.

      Echo follows my gaze, his face contorting. He grabs a handful of my hair and lifts it away to examine my neck. “Your tracker is off.”

      "What?" I ask, as if I don't know what he's talking about.

      His eyes flash. “It’s not working,” he says. “The light is off.”

      He unplugs his charging cable from his side, throws it to the floor where it curls up like the python, and pulls the door closed behind him as he ushers me hopping and limping across the cafeteria, through a set of doors, down a short corridor, and into an Infirmary.

      His mind is fully open to me now, and I can clearly hear the worried train of thought circling around in his head:

      Aldrich will be angry. Serious oversight. Should have been watching cameras…

      He thinks he screwed up.

      I might be able to use that.

      “The tracker should have alerted me when you got up, and it should have alerted you when you got too close to the lasers,” he says, sliding open the Infirmary door.

      Inside there are six empty white beds.

      Could have been killed. Our first Influencer...

      “Did you not see me on the cameras?” I ask.

      “Lie down,” he snaps. “Try not to get blood everywhere.”

      He disappears and I heave myself onto the bed. The contact of the cotton sheets on my wounded flesh makes me wince. Eyes watering with the pain, I swing my leg up fully.

      Echo returns with a silver briefcase and places it on the bed next to me. He flips it open and hurriedly takes out packets of wipes, bandages, and Heal-Me.

      I’ll be punished for this. No more kittens. No more freedom.

      “Why were you out of bed?” he asks.

      I grimace as he cleans my foot and the bottom of my leg with the wipes.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      I close my eyes as he slathers thick, cool Heal-Me over my wounds.

      “I’ll have to update the log,” he says. “Inform Dr. Aldrich. It will be solitary for you, no more comfortable pod.”

      No more kittens for me. No more TV. Just study the cameras, Echo.

      “Maybe we don’t have to bother Dr. Aldrich,” I suggest, studying my foot instead of looking at Echo.

      The AI looks at me.

      “When I see the doctor tomorrow, I could tell him my tracker went off during the night. I don’t have to mention the lasers, or the fact that you weren’t watching the cameras,” I say, keeping my voice casual.

      Command words may not work, but hearing his thoughts means that I might be able to influence them.

      From my training with Edward, I learned that it’s a delicate balancing act. The suggestions can’t be anything too far away from what the subject would normally think:

      Dr. Aldrich is so busy right now. You can trust her.

      I let the suggestion pour in between his frantic thoughts, like cool milk in hot tea.

      The AI freezes for a moment, and then he takes a bandage out of its packaging. He wraps it around my foot and the bottom of my leg.

      I don’t know if my suggestion worked.

      I try again, this time inserting the thoughts into his mind:

      Dr. Aldrich is so busy right now. You can trust her.

      I add another thought into the mix: No harm done.

      The AI’s demeanor calms. I keep my face expressionless as his thought loop changes.

      Maybe I don’t need to bother Dr. Aldrich. I’m here to ease his workload – not add to it. Don’t need to mention the lasers or the cameras. No harm has been done.

      He pins the bandage into place and stands back.

      “Stay in bed after curfew,” he says, without looking me in the eye. “Go back to your pod and go to sleep. No more exploring.”
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      I wake to the sound of buzzing insects and birdsong, and in my dreamlike state, I imagine for a moment that I'm back in the camp with Selena, safe with Mags and Reece outside The Society. I can almost smell the smoke, the damp grass, and the deadwood around the camp.

      The illusion only lasts until I open my eyes.

      I’m still in the pod in Dr. Aldrich’s Facility.

      The birdsong is a recorded loop, and the buzzing is the touch screen on the wall.

      “Good morning, IO12,” intones a robotic female voice.

      I sit bolt upright and rub the sleep from my eyes.

      "Good morning, IO12. Good morning, IO12...”

      The greeting plays on a loop over the delicate twittering of finches and songbirds.

      I glug down the lukewarm water left in my bottle from last night and tap at the screen. There doesn't seem to be a way to turn it off.

      “Good morning, IO12.”

      “Jeez,” I mutter.

      I put the empty bottle down and push the duvet away. The recorded greeting stops.

      Careful of my bandaged leg, I slowly swing my legs out of bed and put my feet down on the carpeted floor, expecting pain that doesn't come.

      Surprised, I look under the bandage, and instead of charred, blistered flesh, I see smooth, unblemished skin beneath.

      That Heal-Me stuff really works.

      I unwind the bandage, ball it up, and put it on the tray next to the plastic sandwich carton.

      I stifle a yawn.

      I dreamed of a scared little boy I don’t know hiding behind a sofa, peering out at me.

      He was pleading with me to help him, but I couldn’t get to him.

      I think Opal’s memories must still be in her head somewhere, tangling up with my own memories.

      It’s driving me crazy.

      “Breakfast is served in the cafeteria,” says the robotic voice that woke me.

      I walk toward the door of my pod and peer down into the cafeteria. I don’t see Echo, but there are already a handful of people waiting below. The pile of clothes I left near the door last night has disappeared.

      I study Opal – myself – in the mirror. I have bags under my eyes. The tracker is still dead.

      I run a brush through stringy hair before sliding open the door to the pod and going down to the cafeteria.

      Despite the lack of windows, the space is bright and airy, with digital screens showing ancient images of sunlit fields and flower-filled meadows all along the walls.

      I don’t know where they get videos of this stuff in The Society, but it’s actually nice.

      There's a quiet buzz of conversation that reminds me again of waking up in the camp. I can hear the inmates' thoughts wondering what's for breakfast and what the day has in store, and I quickly shut them out. I don’t want to listen unless I need to.

      Unlike the Savants I saw at The Telepathe, people here seem comfortable in this prison.

      I count twelve other people of varying ages –

      a few of them look old enough to be my grandparents – and I join the nearest group, wondering where the breakfast bar is.

      A boy of about thirteen with mousy brown hair, freckles, and glasses looks at me strangely. Has he noticed my dead tracker?

      “You need to get on your number,” he whispers.

      “What?”

      Pod number twelve for IO12. That is your assigned number here at The Facility…

      Echo’s words from the previous night remind me that the inmates aren’t just standing in random groups. They’ve arranged themselves on the numbered circles, spaced two yards apart from each other on the vinyl floor – all except for me.

      “You’re on the wrong side,” the bespectacled boy says, just as I notice that all of the numbers on this side of the cafeteria are odd. The ‘even’ inmates stand on circles alongside the black glass wall I scuttled past on my wander last night.

      “Thanks.”

      “Also… you’ve got blood on your pants,” he says as I cross the cafeteria to my circle.

      Shoot.

      I shrug and send him a weak grin as I move away.

      Opal’s skinny frame reflects back at me as I walk toward Circle 12.

      Behind the glass, I see movement in a large pod on the other side of the glass. Layered behind the reflections of cafeteria tables and people waiting for breakfast, I can just see a boy wearing a silver helmet, jogging in circles around the enclosure.

      The walls must be thick, though. I can’t sense any thought imprint on the other side.

      I wonder who he is and why he isn’t in the breakfast line?

      Soon most of the circles have an inmate on them. A whirring sound rises from the front of the cafeteria, followed by a robot voice: “Take your meal and go to your table.”

      An automated metal trolley loaded with steaming trays glides out from the corridor where I met Charlie, moving along the front of the cafeteria to our line. The trolley stops at each circle, and each inmate takes a tray from the top and moves off to a table.

      Each table has space for three people.

      I watch Charlie go to her table. Her baby bump is bigger than I thought it was last night. In the bright cafeteria, I see that she's about seventeen, tall and pretty, with long dark hair tied in a braid.

      I try to catch her eye, but she keeps her head down.

      There’s only one person – the freckled boy with glasses who sent me to my numbered circle – sitting at my table. When the trolley reaches me, I lift out the silver tray bearing the number twelve and join him.

      “Hi,” I say, taking a seat. “Thanks for pointing me to the right spot.”

      He smiles. “I’m Jimi.”

      “I’m… Opal.” I’m about to introduce myself as “Aura,” but I stop myself just in time.

      I peel back the lid of my tray, uncovering porridge and jam and some kind of muffin.

      “You’re new,” Jimi says. “It’s a while since we’ve had a new one. You should eat; the food ain’t bad.” He sticks his spoon in the porridge. “Better’n what I had at home, at any rate.”

      “Where did you grow up?” I ask.

      “Old City,” his response is muffled around the bite of porridge.

      “Me too.”

      “Most of us are from the Old City, actually,” Jimi says, “‘cept Hansel.” He glances toward the glass enclosure. “He’s my friend. His folks were Elite.” He swallows another mouthful of porridge.

      “His mother used to visit him all the time and bring things in for us. She hasn’t been here in ages, though. She’s not well. Hasn’t got long, according to Hansel. He wants to visit her, and they won’t let him."

      Blinking at the rush of words, I take advantage of Jimi’s next bite to ask, “Why is he in there by himself?”

      “I dunno. They moved him last night. He’s usually in pod 5. He’s the only Savant here now.”

      I wonder if the thick wall is meant to limit Hansel’s reaction to having an Influencer near after what happened with the Savants during the press conference.

      “We used to have two Savants,” Jimi says, scraping his bowl. “But Samuel’s serving in The Telepathe now.”

      So The Facility is where Aldrich sourced the replacement Savant he told Robert he had.

      “Are you a Prophet?” I change the subject.

      “Yep,” he says. “You?”

      “I’m an Influencer.”

      A hush falls over the room, and I realize everyone has been listening in. I catch Charlie looking at me and smile at her. She returns my smile with a scowl.

      Jimi laughs. “Special then. We ain’t had an Influencer since I’ve been here.”

      “How long is that?”

      “Three years.”

      Three years in this place. How is he not climbing the walls?

      “The timetable says that there are tests after breakfast,” I say. “What are they testing for?”

      He shrugs. “They usually put me under and monitor my brain waves. Then they ask about my visions, or they show me images and see how I react. They make lots of notes. It’ll be different for you, though, being an Influencer.”

      “Do you ever get to leave?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, but I wouldn’t wanna go back to the Old City anyway.” He looks at me with a strange intensity. “We’re important here. Our Gifts are helping The Society.”

      I bite my lip. “Do you not miss your family?”

      He shrugs. “They visit me sometimes – and I’ll see them on our video call today.”

      He eyes my muffin hungrily. “Are you gonna eat that?”

      “You can have it.”

      He snatches it out of my tray and takes a big bite.

      “Haven’t had one of these in ages,” he says with his mouth full. “I’m not allowed to have much sugar. Hey, we could spend our recreation time together if you want?”

      “Sure,” I say noncommittally, stirring my porridge.

      Jimi smiles and goes back to his muffin.

      Charlie gets up from her table and heads toward us with her empty breakfast tray.

      "Hey, Charlie." I reach out to her as she passes, and she reacts as if she’s been scalded.

      “Get your hands off me, or I'll call Echo,” she says, her voice tight.

      “It’s Opal,” I whisper, shocked at her reaction. “From last night.”

      A wrinkled woman seated on the table opposite looks on with interest.

      “I know who you are,” Charlie says. “Just stay away from me. Please.”

      I watch open-mouthed as she crosses the cafeteria and disappears into the communal bathroom. The wrinkled woman goes back to her breakfast.

      What on earth changed her behavior from last night? Maybe Echo warned her not to talk to me?

      “Leave ‘er,” Jimi says. “Charlie’s not like us. Hansel told me she doesn’t even want to be here.”

      I don’t plan on sticking around here for long either, but I don’t tell Jimi that.

      “Doc’s early today,” Jimi says as the main doors into the cafeteria open.

      I turn to look and have to swallow my surprise.

      On the other side of the doors, dressed in fresh medical whites, are Dr. Aldrich – and Seb.
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      Seb.

      As he turns, he catches my eye.

      My breath sticks in my throat, but then he turns away again.

      My heart sinks as I remember that I’m not me.

      I’m Opal.

      I’m an eleven-year-old kid.

      Seb will have no idea who I am.

      Seb. It’s me. I try to reach him telepathically. It’s Aura.

      He frowns and touches the tracker on his neck as he follows Dr. Aldrich through the cafeteria, but he doesn't look my way again.

      I need to talk to him. I need his help to get out of here – to get us both out of this mess. But how do I get to him?

      “Who's the guy with Aldrich?” I ask Jimi once they’ve passed by, trying to sound uninterested.

      Jimi turns to look. “Just a medic. He comes in every now and then to examine the Savants. I think he’s an expert about them.”

      Aldrich and Seb take the corridor with the lasers and enter Hansel’s enclosure.

      As they leave, another hush falls over the cafeteria.

      “Uh oh,” Jimi says under his breath. “Whatever you do, don’t cross him.”

      I tear my eyes away from Seb and the Savant and see that Echo is now in the cafeteria, his eyes roaming the tables.

      His focus lands on me.

      “IO12,” he says. “Dr. Aldrich will see you in Lab2.”

      “Leave the tray. I'll get it,” Jimi says, looking at me with pity. “See you at lunch?”

      I nod and stand. “Bye, Jimi.”

      Echo holds the door to the lab open. Aldrich sits at his desk, facing us as we enter, comfortably in control of this, his own domain. “Thank you, Echo,” He dismisses the AI and turns to me. “Take a seat, IO12.”

      I pause to watch Echo go. Has he told Aldrich about my injury?

      “Take a seat,” Aldrich orders again.

      I sit slowly and fold my arms across my chest.

      “How did you sleep?” he asks, scanning the screen facing up on his desk. I can’t see what’s on it. “Echo tells me you’ve been having some problems with your tracker,” he says before I can answer.

      He rises and walks over to me, pushing my hair away from my neck. I smell sour coffee on his breath again.

      He gets up close to my face and pokes the tracker with a fat finger.

      “I noticed that it was off last night.”

      “Well then. We’ll simply implant another one. If it’s rejected again, I’ll have to replace it with a dummy for appearance’s sake,” he mutters, pulling on a pair of surgical gloves. “Hop up here, please.” He pats the bed.

      I climb onto the bed and lie down. I don’t know what else to do.

      He takes a small black box from his desk drawer and lays it on a cart beside the bed.

      “This is going to sting, I'm afraid.” He looms over me with a pair of thin tongs.

      They clamp around the tracker and pull, nipping my skin.

      I grit my teeth.

      There's a sucking noise as the tracker is removed. Aldrich wipes my neck with a wet cotton swab and pops the broken, bloody tracker into a silver dish on the trolley beside the bed.

      I touch my neck. “There’s still something in there.”

      “The magnetic base plate,” he says. “Don’t touch it.”

      He opens the black box and picks up a replacement tracker with the tongs. The ends of the tongs flash red when they touch the tracker, and the tiny green light at its center begins to flash.

      Aldrich wipes my neck again with the cotton swab and then pushes the device into my neck.

      There’s a click as it locks into place.

      A burning heat runs through my neck, and a line of blood swells around the wound.

      He wipes the blood away and applies a cool compress.

      “You know, Aurora, Echo is a test subject just like you and all our other Gifted residents,” Aldrich says, almost conversationally. “He’s not yet the AI he will be when I am finished with him.”

      He pauses to look at me.

      “For instance,” he goes on, “I’ve learned that he would rather torture kittens than look at my cameras all night.”

      I swallow as he fixes his gaze on mine.

      “I couldn’t sleep last night,” I offer weakly. He must have seen the cameras, even if Echo wasn’t watching.

      My neck is getting hotter and hotter.

      “If it’s a simple matter of insomnia, I can prescribe sleeping pills for you,” he says. “Though I admit, I assume you were looking for an escape route you won’t find in The Facility.”

      There's a popping sound, and the heat around my neck dissipates as the tracker goes off again.

      He sighs. “A dummy tracker it is.”

      He repeats the procedure and implants another device into my neck. This time there's no heat, no burning.

      He unlocks the drawer and puts the tongs and the black box inside before locking it back up again.

      “You’re going to have to learn one lesson very quickly, Aurora.”

      He tears open a package containing a syringe and fills it with the silver liquid that Seb injected at the menagerie.

      I close my eyes as he plunges the needle into my neck above the tracker, and the sick burning spreads through my body again.

      "Everything you say, I will hear, and everything you do, I will see," Aldrich says matter-of-factly. "You can't use your Gift to get out of here. I'll melt every bone in Dr. Goodman's body if you attempt to escape."

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      “Do you understand?”

      I look at him. “I understand.”

      “Good.” He straightens. “Now that we’re both on the same page, let’s get into the lab to begin your tests.”

      I frown. “But my tests aren’t until 9:00 a.m. There’s another hour –”

      Another hour for me to try and speak to Seb.

      Aldrich straightens his lab coat. “Why wait?”
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      Echo checks the device on my head and the pads and wires running down my arms.

      I’m in a small, glass-fronted booth overlooking an empty auditorium. A harness around my waist holds me in place.

      "This is one-way glass," Echo says, tapping the front of the booth. "Nothing in that room can see you, but Dr. Aldrich will be observing you from a webcam."

      He looks me up and down and pulls the harness tighter before leaving the booth.

      The door locks behind him.

      I look around for the camera, wondering what Aldrich is planning. A holographic panel hovers to my left, running a digital feed of my vital signs. My heart rate is skyrocketing.

      "Set the clock." Aldrich's voice fills the booth, and I look back into the auditorium.

      There’s somebody in there.

      A small boy of about eight dressed in hand-me-down workhouse clothes stands in the middle of the empty space, looking around as if he’s trying to figure out where he is.

      He’s not a hologram.

      Aldrich is testing on actual real, living, breathing people?

      Of course he is.

      A clock appears on the back wall with big red digits set at precisely ten minutes.

      Where am I? Let me out. How do I get out?

      As the boy's panic seeps into my mind, a series of hidden panels around the auditorium walls slide open with a mechanical thud.

      The clock starts counting down as twelve Tek puppies charge out of the openings, slobbering with excitement.

      “This is crazy,” I gasp, unable to believe what I’m seeing. “He’s just a kid!”

      Surely this is too much even for Aldrich?

      And then I remember Aldrich swapped my body for another child’s body.

      The young machine-dogs catch sight of the boy and begin to snarl, dripping saliva from razor-sharp jaws. They saunter closer to the boy, creating a circle around him.

      “You can stop this, IO12,” Aldrich says through a speaker in my booth.

      One of the Teks breaks from the pack and pounces, nipping at the boy’s leg and drawing blood.

      The boy screams, snapping me out of my shock.

      I focus on the pulsating little bodies and their prey-obsessed minds. In seconds, I’m connected, controlling the animal impulses.

      After what I’ve been through, influencing Teks is nothing for me.

      Down.

      Like well-practiced show dogs, the snarling Teks begin to whine. They lie down around the boy, who has curled himself into a ball on the floor.

      Slowly, he raises his head, staring at them in stunned surprise.

      Stay.

      One of the creatures yawns in confusion, but they all obey my command.

      The clock on the wall reads 9:06:00.

      There’s a high-pitched bleep, and the red lights in the puppies’ eyes fade as they drop into sleep mode. The boy stands and stumbles toward the doors of the auditorium, hammering on it with his fists, screaming to be let out.

      He’s alive. He’s going to be okay.

      And I’m okay too. There’s a dull ache behind my eyes, but it’s nothing compared to how I felt during my training with Edward.

      I wonder if it’s Aldrich’s medication or if I’m getting stronger.

      The door behind me opens, and Aldrich enters, beaming.

      I don't return his smile.

      He lifts off my headset and unclips the pads and cables.

      "Less than 60 seconds, and he didn't lose a limb," he says. "It seems Edward's training wasn't as… kamikaze as I imagined.”

      “Edward trained me on holograms!” I explode. “That kid could have been killed!”

      “Have a little faith in yourself, IO12.” His tone is condescending.

      I press my lips together, seething.

      On the other side of the glass, Echo ushers the boy out of the auditorium.

      I wonder if Seb knows what’s happening in this room, if he’s even still here in The Facility.

      “Are you ready for a second test?” Aldrich asks.

      I don’t answer. I doubt it would matter.

      “Good,” he says. “I’d like to try something a little more difficult.”

      He leaves me alone in the booth and I brace myself for whatever he has planned next.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      The auditorium floor opens up with a low rumble, and a large banquet table piled high with colorful fruit, loaves of bread, and extravagant pastry creations ascends from below.

      Once the table is in position, the floor closes beneath it, and the table clicks softly into place.

      The door to the auditorium opens, and hundreds of people in shabby workhouse clothes file in. Their eyes widen at the sight before them.

      They’re not holograms either.

      “Where are all of these people from?” I ask.

      “Cellectra has loaned us their Workers,” Aldrich replies. “And we’re providing their lunch.”

      There is a lot of food on the table, but… “There’s not enough for all of them,” I say.

      “Precisely,” Aldrich says.

      I remember how hungry I used to get during my shifts at the Workhouses. Even the meager lunches provided were better than starving.

      My stomach clenches, realizing that some of these Workers may not eat at all today, thanks to Aldrich.

      “Enjoy the buffet,” Echo instructs the crowd before leaving the room and sealing the auditorium door behind him.

      The clock on the back wall begins ticking down again.

      At first, everyone only looks at each other, too timid to make a move until a few push their way to the front, swooping toward the table and shoving food into their mouths.

      The more reserved Workers realize then that they’re going to miss out if they don't act.

      “Tick-tock,” Aldrich says to me. “You should have about five minutes to influence them before they start drawing blood.”

      “I can’t stop them all – there must be 200 people in here!”

      “Two hundred fifty-eight,” he says. “All starving enough to tear each other apart.”

      I swallow. “I can’t do this, Aldrich.”

      “At The Assembly, there will be thousands,” he says. “This is just a warm-up.”

      The Assembly? My jaw drops at his reference to his plans for me.

      The energy in the crowd is volatile, like a tinderbox awaiting a match. People are starting to push and shove.

      “Focus,” Aldrich snaps, but I barely notice his directive as I think back to the parking lot at Clinic Inc. He sounds far away now.

      I’ll start with one person and work from there.

      My eyes land on a man with ruddy cheeks and shaggy brown hair. He wears a shabby black sweater.

      The familiar heat of my Gift envelops me, beginning in my hands, my feet, then my neck, and up to my head until I'm on fire.

      “Vitals still look strong…” I hear Echo's voice in the distance. I block him out.

      The restless crowd knocks over the table, and the distraction shakes my connection. The Workers are now a violent, hungry mass, crushing skinny kids beneath fully-grown men.

      My head is swimming. My armpits are soaked in sweat.

      Aldrich could stop this.

      I swallow my anger, knowing that resisting him right now might mean death for everyone below.

      If I don’t stop this, no one will.

      “Processing at 64,000 bits per second…” Echo says.

      I find the ruddy-cheeked man in the crowd again. This time, I don't let go of my focus.

      Seconds later, I’ve slipped into his mind.

      Stop… Breathe… Look…

      The instruction settles. He stands very still and looks around, suddenly embarrassed. Others around him continue to jostle, and as he's pushed further back toward the wall, he grabs the arm of a young girl and pulls her to safety with him.

      I move him to the back of my mind and shift my attention to another person.

      My head feels like it’s going to explode.

      “The connections are happening one by one, Doctor,” Echo says.

      “Wait,” Aldrich replies as chaos continues to unfold. He’s leaving it all up to me.

      Blood is pouring from my nose when finally, something shifts on a larger scale, and people begin to copy what the people I've influenced are doing without really knowing why.

      The fighting stops.

      My legs go weak, but the harness holds me upright. The glass in front of me darkens, concealing the auditorium.

      Aldrich enters the booth with Echo close behind. The doctor flashes a light into my eyes. “What do you feel right now?”

      “Like I’m going to be sick.”

      “Your power is finally in the right hands,” Aldrich murmurs as he checks my vitals and prepares a syringe. “This is going to change everything.”

      Echo removes the harness, and I put my head between my knees and vomit onto the floor as Aldrich discusses the progress of his experiment.

      “Too slow…” the AI says.

      “We build from here,” Aldrich says. “Don't forget – she did this alone. Clear everything else this afternoon. We’re going to increase the number of tests.”

      He sticks me with the syringe.
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      “You will eat and rest before we try anything else,” Aldrich says to me once we’re back in his lab.

      “I’m tired,” I say, feeling numb.

      There's an urgent knock on the door.

      “Yes?” Aldrich calls out. He hands me a paper cup with several pills and a glass of water. “Come in.”

      The door opens, and Seb peers into the lab. "We have a… situation." He looks tense.

      The tracker around his neck flashes intermittently, and a flash of anger stabs through my numbness. Somehow, I need to get us both away from Aldrich.

      “What now?” Aldrich says, obviously annoyed. He pushes himself out of his chair and lumbers to the door. They speak in hushed tones, but I can hear fragments of their conversation.

      “Savant… reaction… coma… too close…”

      Aldrich rubs his face, looking conflicted, and Seb makes a suggestion.

      “Absolutely not!” Aldrich snaps back, adding more quietly: “Medication is to be used for recovery only.”

      “I didn’t realize,” Seb attempts to placate the older doctor. “I could finish the medical check here while you take a look?”

      My heart skips a beat.

      Aldrich isn’t happy.

      “Yes,” he says finally, shooting me a warning glance as he leaves the room. “Echo will take her to her pod once you’re done.”

      Seb sits in Aldrich’s chair, and I inhale his familiar scent, feeling safe in The Facility for the first time.

      He clears his throat. "Good morning, IO12. I'm Dr. Goodman," he says.

      I nod. It seems safer than saying anything. “How do you feel after your tests this morning?” Seb asks. “Any muscle pain? Headaches? Breathlessness?”

      I shake my head, realizing that whatever Aldrich injected after the crowd control test has already taken effect. “Just a little sick now.”

      “Good.” He stands. “Let’s have you step into the scanner so I can do a full check of your vitals,” Seb walks toward a black pod in the corner of the room. “You may feel cold, but it won’t be painful.”

      “Okay,” I say meekly, wishing I could speak as myself.

      “Remove your slippers,” Seb directs.

      I do as I’m told and stand on the cold floor in my bare feet.

      Seb pushes a button at the side of the empty pod, and a door slides open. I climb inside and turn back to face him.

      “This machine uses magnets to hold you in place,” Seb says. “It will feel a little strange, but it’s completely safe.”

      “Okay.” I wonder briefly what he’s supposed to tell people when it’s not safe.

      The door closes, sealing the pod in darkness. As Seb predicted, I am locked in place, and I'm cold. Despite his reassurance, I feel claustrophobic, trapped somewhere in space and time.

      The pod vibrates beneath my feet just before a wave of cold air runs up my whole body, repeating a track from my feet to the top of my head. Just when I feel I can't take the sensation anymore, it stops.

      My body tingles as warmth returns.

      The door slides open.

      “Feeling okay?” Seb asks, looking in at me.

      I nod.

      Should I try to communicate with him? I remember Aldrich’s warning look as he left, his promise that he would find out whatever I did. Is it too dangerous?

      Seb holds out a hand to help me and pushes a button releasing the magnets in the pod. My legs are numb from the cold and the vibrating plate, and as I step out of the pod, I trip on the edge. He grabs me by the arm. “I've got you.”

      That’s what he told me in the menagerie.

      When I was still me.

      I can't help myself.

      I need him to know.

      ‘Do as they say, and I’ll get through this, right?’

      I transmit his reassurance to me from the menagerie back to him telepathically, looking directly into his eyes.

      Confusion flickers across his face.

      He lets go of my arm. “What did you say?”

      He touches his neck and glances warily at the door, probably expecting Aldrich to come bounding in.

      I swallow, shaking my head. I need to be careful. Aldrich is already using our friendship against us.

      Still, neither one of us can figure this out alone. If Seb can help me, I know I can help him.

      “According to your scan, there’s been no damage to your mind, but you can expect to feel some discomfort for the next hour or so,” Seb sits at the desk, carrying on as if he heard nothing. “Physically, you’re a little malnourished for this type of testing, so I’ll prescribe a multivitamin and extra rations.”

      He gestures at me to sit in the chair across from him.

      The atmosphere between us is thick.

      Just like the night he met Alex Harper at the door in the Inner Sanctum, he knows there’s more going on than he can see.

      I decide to try again. I move my hand toward his so that our fingers are touching.

      I need your help, Seb.

      I see him frown, but he doesn’t look away from my chart.

      Nor does he move his hand.

      What is this? His voice rushes into my head.

      I’m Aura, I answer telepathically. Remember what you told me in the ambulance?

      He looks at me in confusion and moves his hand away as if he’s been burned. “Is this some kind of joke?” he hisses out loud, touching the tracker on his neck a second time.

      I shake my head, about to say more, but Echo enters the room.

      Seb’s face flushes, redness creeping from his neck up to his cheeks.

      “Echo, just in time,” he says, typing something into the computer without looking at me. “IO12, if you experience dizziness, lightheadedness, or nausea, please inform Dr. Aldrich.”

      He stands, sending the chair hurtling backward.

      “The subject is ready to return to her pod now.”
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      Back in my pod, I go to the bathroom, splash water on my face, and look hatefully at Opal’s reflection.

      Even if I do get out of here, how will I get back to myself?

      I get into bed, pull the covers over my head to create a cocoon, and lie there shaking. My body feels overheated, and my head stings. It’s not a fever or a headache. The burning sensation is coming from inside my brain.

      I throw off the duvet and try to sit until it passes.

      My vision flickers and Opal's memories push into my head, crowding out my own concerns. The part of me that knows I'm Aura is getting pushed further back by this new consciousness that came with Opal's body.

      My mind flashes to something that Opal must have experienced, and I “remember" lying on a sidewalk with several Cogs standing overhead, surrounding me.

      They drag me up and haul me toward a black Society van.

      I look back at a boarded-up house in the Old City before the van doors slam shut.

      There, through a gap in the curtain, I see the scared little boy I saw in my dream last night.

      The next memory is one of Calvin Aldrich: ‘If you do as I say, your brother will have a better life,’ he says.

      I cling to the bed in my pod, trying to push Opal’s memories out, wondering through the fog if Edward felt like this in the other man’s body when Aldrich transplanted his memory disk.

      My head feels ready to pop. My heart is hammering double time. Black spots layer in front of my eyes, and then I fall forward off the bed.
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      “Opal!”

      I wake to see Jimi standing over me with a lunch tray.

      I rub my eyes. “What happened?”

      He puts the tray down on the bed. “I think you fainted.” He holds out a hand to help me up. “Want me to call Echo?” he asks, lowering his voice.

      “No, please don’t do that. I’m fine,” I assure him, easing down on the bed. As far as I’m concerned, the less Echo and Aldrich know about anything, the better.

      Jimi looks at me, obviously questioning whether he should believe me.

      Finally, he pushes the tray toward me. “I brought you lunch – you’re on extra rations today, and Echo said you’d better have it.”

      “Thanks, Jimi.”

      “I’ll get you some water.”

      He heads into the bathroom and turns on the faucet.

      My head is fuzzy.

      I glance at the lunch tray. Maybe I would feel better if I ate something.

      Jimi returns with a beaker of water and puts it on the dresser.

      “Your tests were hard?” he asks, sitting beside me.

      “A little.”

      “But you did good, yeah?”

      I peel open the lid of the tray. “I did what they asked.”

      I can feel him staring at me.

      “What does it feel like being so powerful?” he asks.

      I frown. “I don’t feel powerful most of the time.”

      I take out my muffin and hand it to Jimi, who grins and stashes it in the pocket of his sweater.

      “They have to change Hansel’s enclosure again ‘cos of you,” he says, and I remember Seb and Aldrich’s whispered conversation in the lab. “Your power affects him too much… That’s what I heard, anyway.”

      I take a bite of the lukewarm food on the tray.

      “Have you watched your message from home yet?” Jimi asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think I’ll have one.”

      “Course you will.” He taps at the screen. “Look. One new message.”

      I swallow my food. How can I have a message?

      Jimi watches me expectantly.

      I push the button.

      My skin crawls. On the screen is the little boy from my dreams. He’s wearing a uniform like the one Jimi and I are wearing and sitting at a desk in a tidy room with a single bed behind him. His hair is ruffled as if he's just woken up.

      “Is that your brother?” Jimi asks. “What’s his name?”

      “Leo,” I say instinctively, surprising myself.

      “Hi Opal,” Leo says in the voice I keep hearing in my head. “I miss you.”

      He looks to his left and then looks back at the camera. “I have a MicroPet now. It’s a purple cat.”

      “Hey, his room looks just like one of our pods,” Jimi says, biting into his muffin.
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      Opal’s brother is here in The Facility.

      Opal must have told Aldrich where to find him, thinking he’d be safe.

      But where is Aldrich keeping him?

      We would have seen him if he was in one of these pods.

      “You know, Echo told me a lot about The Facility my first night here, but I still haven’t seen very much,” I say to Jimi, feeling suddenly alert. “You think you could give me a real tour?”

      He looks dubious. “Are you really up to it?"

      “I feel better now that I’ve eaten,” I say. “Please?”

      He throws the muffin wrapper in the trash and holds out an arm. “Come on.”

      I ignore my pounding head as Jimi shows me the other pods, the Gymnasium, the classroom, and the indoor garden, unaware of my exploration last night.

      “What’s through there?” I ask, nodding toward the doors to the infirmary across the other side of the cafeteria.

      “Nothing interesting,” he says, stroking one of the MicroPets – a green rabbit that blends into the garden foliage. “Just the infirmary and a few more labs.”

      I cross the cafeteria, trailing a protesting Jimi behind me, and push the doors open.

      There’s a steel door directly on our left. “What's in there?” I ask.

      Reluctantly, he presses his thumb against the key panel. “Laundry room,” he says, opening the door. “Told you. Nothing exciting.”

      He follows me down the corridor as I peer through every window.

      At the end of the corridor is another steel door without a sign on it.

      “What about in there?”

      “I dunno,” Jimi says. He’s not even trying to hide the fact that he’s bored with the tour now. “Just another storage closet or something.”

      “Can’t you do your magic thumb thing and open it?”

      He snorts. “I’m not Echo.”

      I pause at the door, expecting to hear movement or Leo’s voice in my head, but there’s nothing. Maybe I got it wrong. Maybe he’s not here at all.

      “What are you looking for?” Jimi asks, suspicious now.

      I shake my head, causing a shooting pain behind my eyes. “Nothing,” I say, grimacing. “I’m just getting my bearings.”

      He gives me a look that says he doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t push me.

      “I’m taking you back to your pod,” he says. “I heard you have a big day tomorrow.”
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      It’s Tuesday – my second day in The Facility.

      Today Dr. Aldrich is going to attempt to assemble his own Triptych, and I’m running out of time.

      The Assembly – and Dad’s execution – is in four days.

      After a hushed breakfast with Jimi, I wander to the indoor garden, feeling everything that matters to me slipping away. Absently, I stroke a miniature pink fox as I wait to be called for my next test.

      I’ve been given extra medication to ensure that I’m strong enough for the hours of tests Aldrich has planned. He won’t be wasting precious time on recovery.

      The drugs have drowned out Leo’s terrified voice in my head, but I can’t hear or feel much of anything else, either.

      “IO12 to Lab 5,” a robotic voice drones over the intercom.

      My stomach flips, but I don’t move.

      I can’t do it. I won’t be a weapon for Aldrich.

      When Seb appears through the canopy of plastic orchids, he seems like an apparition.

      “IO12,” he says, and all I can do is blink at him. “Didn’t you hear the intercom?”

      The red light flashes at his collar. The dark circles under his eyes match mine. His pupils are dilated as if he’s on Ice.

      “It’s time for your test.”

      I stand and put the fox down. It scampers beneath the cover of some plastic ferns.

      I need to talk to you, I say telepathically, and I have to squeeze my eyes shut as a searing pain flashes around my head.

      “Please don’t do that,” he says. “You can talk to Dr. Aldrich about any problems you might have.”

      I try again:

      Seb, you have to stop this. This time the pain is just a dull ache. I’m Aura. You said we’d get through this.

      His cheeks color, and he looks around as if he expects someone to show up and arrest him. He pulls me further into the garden.

      “IO12 to Lab 5…”

      “Stop pretending you're someone else,” Seb hisses. “You don’t know me. You might be special, but The Facility has rules. You’re jeopardizing both our lives.” He searches my face. “Understand?”

      I swallow. How can I make him believe me?

      We both turn in the direction of a high-pitched yelp from one of the MicroPets.

      Echo is pushing his way through the plastic foliage, his mouth set in a straight line. "What is going on here?" the AI asks accusingly.

      "We have work to do. Dr. Aldrich is waiting."
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      Beyond the one-way glass, the auditorium is still empty.

      Seb has given me my pre-test injection and is busy connecting my harness and attaching the sensor pads to my arms.

      “You’ll be working with holograms today,” he says, lowering the headset into position. “We’ll need to insert a microchip to enable you to interact with them.” He looks at me. “Once Dr. Aldrich is ready, just close your eyes and count to ten. That will stop the motion sickness.”

      I tense, remembering the motion sickness all too well from my training with Edward in the bunker.

      “Relax, IO12,” Seb says, glancing at the holographic screen showing my vitals. “This microchip will dissolve within twenty-four hours. There’s no need to worry.”

      He leaves me alone in the booth. I try to watch him go, but the harness holds me in place. I wonder where Hansel and Aldrich’s Prophet are.

      Color flashes across the auditorium as a hidden window appears in the opposite wall, revealing a large lab. Echo stands inside, looking out. Moments later, Seb joins him.

      A trickle of sweat runs down the nape of my neck as I wait.

      A large holographic screen showing Aldrich’s Edcal office appears in the auditorium, but there’s no other sign of his presence.

      I can’t believe I sat in that room with him a few days ago, thinking he might actually help me.

      I hear a soft ping, and the walls on either side of my booth pixelate and become transparent.

      There's an identical booth to my left, and inside it, I can finally see Hansel, the Savant.

      His helmet is off, revealing dark hair shaved close to his head. His eyes are closed in concentration, and he stands stock still, his fists clenched.

      I can read the panel showing his vitals through the transparent wall, the wavy lines rising and falling.

      To my right, in another identical booth, I see a woman about Mum’s age with curly brown hair that hangs past her shoulders.

      She must be Aldrich’s Prophet. She looks around her enclosure, catches my eye, and smiles nervously.

      I smile back.

      I wonder if she has any idea what we’re in for.

      “Good morning,” Aldrich says. “Do we have audio?”

      I turn back to the auditorium to see him on the screen in close-up.

      “Yes, Dr. Aldrich,” Echo replies.

      I recognize another figure behind Aldrich, the tall, muscular AI with close-cropped dark hair I saw once in The Telepathe when I was Alex Harper.

      What is Franz Igo doing here?

      “SH5, PE2, IO12,” Aldrich says, peering into the webcam. “Hansel, Elizabeth, Aurora.”

      Freezing in place, I risk a glance toward the lab, wondering if Seb noticed Aldrich’s slip.

      He hasn’t moved from his position. Seemingly indifferent, he stands almost too still.

      The red light blinks at his collar.

      “We never dreamed we’d see a Savant, a Prophet, and an Influencer together in the same lifetime,” Aldrich says, oblivious to his slip. “Today, I make history,” he says to Igo.

      I glance at the booth to my right. Elizabeth’s top lip is quivering.

      Mother.

      The thought bursts into my head, followed by waves of static. Instinctively, I look to my left and see Hansel shaking in his restraints. He still has his eyes squeezed shut, but his expression is pained.

      Aldrich notices and frowns. “Dr. Goodman, check the Savant.”

      I see Seb leave the lab, and a minute later, he appears in the booth next to me to check Hansel’s vitals.

      I can see the Savant’s lips moving. He’s saying something to Seb.

      Dying…

      Another of the Savant’s thoughts buzzes into my head.

      Seb presses the intercom button. “He’s worried about his mother, Dr. Aldrich,” he says.

      Aldrich leans back from the camera as if he’s going to roll his eyes. “Give him a shot.”

      I don’t have to lip-read Hansel’s reaction. It’s loud and clear in my head.

      Let me out, let me out, let me out!

      Seb says something else to him, and the Savant stills. Seb puts a hand on his shoulder, administers more medication, then leaves him.

      Aldrich clears his throat and moves closer to the webcam again, lowering his voice.

      “On Saturday evening, terrorists kidnapped a Telepathe Savant. Since then, security in The Society has been greatly compromised.”

      Elizabeth puts a hand to her mouth.

      “Order must be restored,” Aldrich says. “And the three of you – my Triptych – will enable us to accomplish that.”

      Aldrich looks back at Franz Igo and says something. The AI nods.

      “Close your eyes and count to ten, IO12,” Seb says through the speakers.

      I brace myself.

      1, 2, 3…

      The headset tightens with a familiar pinch at the back of my head as the microchip is inserted.

      …6, 7…

      My eyelids start to flutter.

      …9, 10.

      “Open your eyes,” Seb says.

      A crowd of lifelike holograms has appeared in the auditorium. There are thousands of them so lifelike that it is only their appearance from nowhere that gives away what they are.

      “You're looking at a simulation of a capacity crowd in Central Square,” Aldrich says. “Exactly like the crowd that will be there at Saturday’s Assembly. The events that take place will change everything for The Society, and you three, my Triptych, may be all that stands between order and complete collapse.”

      “Start the clock,” Aldrich says. Franz Igo moves closer to his screen.

      The digital clock appears again above the holographic Central Square and begins counting down from thirty.

      “In thirty seconds, a riot will break out in the square, just as it did on the fateful evening that sparked the Great Unrest,” Aldrich says. “We had no way to control the crowd then, but this Saturday, we will have a Triptych.”

      The digits on the countdown clock reach 0:00, and chaos breaks out, rippling wildly through the holographic crowd.

      “Focus now, IO12,” Aldrich says.

      A jolt of adrenalin bursts through me as fists start flying.

      I’m half-afraid to connect my mind to the Savant and the Prophet on either side of me, but another part of me is dying to know how all of that power will feel.

      I enter my trance and find them waiting in the dark for me. Our minds lock together immediately, as if we’ve connected a thousand times before, as if we were always meant to be one.

      I have never experienced this clarity with my Gift before. I can focus on any or all of the thousands of holograms in the auditorium.

      Effortlessly, I enter their minds as if I’m walking through a door.

      With Hansel and Elizabeth as my battery pack, I calm the riot with minimal effort, and soon the crowd stands placidly at attention.

      I look at the countdown clock, which began counting up again when the riot began. It feels like an hour has passed. In reality, it’s been less than ten seconds.

      I glance at Aldrich on screen.

      He is obviously delighted.

      “Increase the capacity,” he instructs.

      The auditorium appears to zoom out, and the hologram numbers double.

      The countdown clock resets, another riot breaks out, and I connect with Hansel and Elizabeth again.

      This time, there is a flickering sensation inside of my head, almost like a lull in our power. I begin to lose my connection with the holograms.

      “Focus, IO12,” Aldrich barks.

      I grit my teeth and clear my head, making a new connection with the Prophet and the Savant.

      For a second time, we stop the riot in its tracks.

      “Increase the capacity,” Aldrich says again, and the crowd size quadruples.

      There’s another lag in our power, and a burning pain shoots behind my eyes.

      The connection shudders.

      To my right, I see Seb enter the booth with the Prophet. Her vitals are flashing red. Seb gives her a shot, stabilizing her.

      “We should leave it here,” he says to Aldrich.

      Franz Igo leans over Dr. Aldrich, and his deep violet eyes peer into the camera. "We're not finished," he says, brushing Seb off.

      When we reach a crowd of 100,000, a tiny arc of blood from my dripping nose has formed on the floor beside my slippers.

      We pause the test as Aldrich discusses the next steps with Echo and Seb. Seb urges Aldrich to call it a day; Aldrich and Igo want to push on.

      Elizabeth sags against her harness, breathing deeply.

      Thanks to the drugs Seb administered, Hansel seems unaffected, but he hasn’t opened his eyes.

      Despite my bloody nose, I still feel strong. The panel showing my vitals looks steady. I'm surprised to see that I am functioning at 99% of my capacity, with only a bit of light-headedness.

      If I had been testing alone, I'd be unconscious by now.

      The holograms disappear, and the screen showing Aldrich goes dark.

      Seb pushes a button in Elizabeth’s booth so that the walls between us go dark. Echo brings Hansel water and an energy bar and then comes in with the same for me.

      “Aren’t we going to stop?” I ask.

      “Eat your snack and drink your water,” Echo instructs before leaving me alone again.

      Suddenly hungry, I devour the energy bar and drink half of the water.

      A few minutes later, the wall separating me from the Prophet is transparent again.

      Elizabeth is back.

      Aldrich comes back on screen.

      “We’re going to test something now that has not been tested before,” he says. “You three are going to control time.”

      I gulp a last swallow of water.

      I should have seen this coming after what Aldrich told me in the car after our meeting with Edward.

      "If time can be influenced, dilated, and constricted as theories suggest,” Aldrich says, “The Triptych will be able to protect our citizens and key developments within The Society for generations."

      A hologram appears at one side of the auditorium and begins to walk across to the other side.

      “Slow the hologram,” Aldrich directs.

      Hansel, Elizabeth, and I focus on the figure and concentrate on slowing its steps until it merely hovers in place. The seconds on the auditorium clock slow to long minutes as we resist time itself.

      I can feel Hansel and Elizabeth flagging. I’m almost on my own.

      “Now, reverse the motion,” Aldrich says.

      There’s a burning sensation behind my eyes.

      The hologram shudders as the figure is replaced by a Firefly on course toward another hologram.

      “Change the trajectory of the bullet.”

      It’s not a request.

      “The Prophet’s vitals are falling again,” Seb says from the lab across the auditorium. “We should stop.”

      The arrested Firefly begins to move slowly toward its target as we start losing ground.

      “We’re so close,” Aldrich snaps.

      “Let’s remove the barriers between them,” I hear Franz Igo suggest.

      “Dr. Aldrich –” Seb tries again, but Aldrich raises a hand to silence him.

      “Do it.”

      The walls separating our Triptych slide away, and the floor beneath our feet begins to shudder.

      Electricity crackles around us.

      Seb is shaking his head in the lab.

      Echo, standing next to him, is unreadable.

      New pictures, words, sounds, and memories flood my mind as a fresh wave of energy surges through me.

      “Can you feel that?” Elizabeth whispers.

      I nod, breathing deeply.

      Time slows again. The hologram hovers. And then, as I send my thoughts into the auditorium, I see the digits on the clock begin to move backward.

      Time stutters and rewinds.

      The heat inside my head is hard to bear.

      Elizabeth’s legs buckle, and I reach to grab her hand. Hansel screams, and there’s a sudden power surge.

      The hologram disappears, and the lights go dark to the sound of shattering glass as our booth windows launch into the auditorium below. The harnesses holding us in place pop open, and the screen showing Aldrich and Igo dies.

      Elizabeth and Hansel’s trackers flicker off.

      Everything is bathed in red emergency light.
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      “PE2, IO12, get back to your pods,” Seb shouts across the auditorium. The monitoring booth's glass windows have shattered too, and Echo slumps in the corner with his eyes closed.

      “Are you okay?” Elizabeth asks, clinging to my hand.

      I lift off my headset and rip the pads and wires from my arms. “I think so.”

      Hansel is curled into a ball on the floor of his booth, covering his head.

      I put a hand on his arm. “Hansel?”

      He doesn’t answer. His body is frozen and his mind is blank. I can’t hear even a fragment of his thoughts.

      The door to the booth opens, and Seb appears. His tracker is off too.

      “Back to your pods,” he orders Elizabeth and me. “I need you away from the Savant.”

      Elizabeth nods and hurries into the main facility, but I stay put.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say.

      Seb helps Hansel into a sitting position. “Did you not hear what I said? Now is not a good time.”

      “It has to be now,” I say. “You heard what Aldrich called me earlier. I am Aura!”

      He looks at me sharply. “Not this again.”

      I grab his arm, wiping my bloody nose and shaking my head a little.

      I wonder if I can even connect with him right now, but I have to try.

      I close my eyes and transfer any memory of the two of us that I can think of from my mind to his. Blood trickles from my nose into my mouth, but I don’t stop.

      Seb pulls away, gasping.

      “Now do you see?” I ask, desperate. “Seb, what are the chances of two Influencers appearing in one lifetime? It’s me. I’m Aura!”

      There’s the slightest pause before he answers.

      “Aldrich will be here any minute. If you are Aura, you know that if anything happens on my watch, I’m dead.”

      “Does that mean you believe me?” I hate myself for it, but I have to know. I listen to his thoughts.

      Influencer… Going to get me killed…

      He doesn’t believe me.

      “Go to your pod, IO12,” he says.

      I hover, not wanting to move.

      Hansel moans, and his eyes start to flicker.

      “Go!” Seb snaps.

      I go.
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      The wall screens around The Facility are dead, and the space is bathed in the red glow of warning lights.

      Four women huddle together around an upturned cafeteria table. The other residents peer down from their pods, trying to see what’s going on. All of the trackers are dark.

      As I cross the cafeteria, I notice that the door to the fire escape is ajar, and the lasers in the corridor beyond it are off.

      My heart pounding, I stop in my tracks.

      This is it; this is how we escape.

      The beginnings of a plan start to develop in my mind.

      We’re going to make this happen again – when nobody else is around.

      Hansel, Jimi, and I could do it.

      We’ll take Seb with us too – and Leo, if I can find him.

      I reach my pod, but I don’t rest. I can't stop pacing, thinking through the details.

      We'll need to wait until curfew, when everybody is asleep, and Echo is in his charging dock.

      Could Seb get in after-hours? Does he have a key to let Hansel out of his enclosure?

      I sigh as reality sets in again.

      None of this works if Seb won’t believe that I’m me.

      A low whirring fills The Facility as the power flickers back on. I go to the door of my pod and look down into the cafeteria. Everyone’s trackers are flashing again.

      The wall screens come back on, and I blink in the bright artificial light.

      The trackers were off for ten, maybe fifteen, minutes max. Would that change if Hansel, Jimi, and I were near each other longer? How long would we need to get on the other side of those lasers? Not long – but once the power came back on, we'd be out of here.

      A scream and a crash downstairs draws everyone’s attention to the cafeteria.

      Dr. Aldrich and two Cogs are marching Charlie back into The Facility.

      My heart sinks.

      She had the same idea I had.

      And they caught her.

      “Everybody,” Aldrich shouts. He catches my eye as he looks up to the pods. My stomach drops at the look on his face. “Get down here, now.”
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      I straighten my uniform and head out of the pod, bumping into Jimi.

      “I found out why she’s scared of you,” he whispers.

      “Huh?”

      “Charlie,” he says. “She thinks you’re going to get her killed.”

      My heart is in my throat. “Why would she think that?”

      “She said one of the Prophets saw something,” Jimi says, his voice low.

      I take a deep breath. Whatever Charlie thinks, she has it wrong.

      My stomach churns as we head down the staircase to join the others.

      Echo stands next to Aldrich, apparently fully recovered from the power outage.

      The Cogs let go of Charlie’s arms, and she collapses to the ground, sobbing.

      “PC6,” Aldrich says. “Tell them what happened.”

      Charlie swallows, eyes closed. She doesn’t answer.

      He yanks her up to her knees by her braid.

      “What did you do, PC6?” he asks again into her ear.

      “I tried to leave,” Charlie finally answers in a tiny, broken voice.

      There are gasps from the other residents.

      Aldrich lets go of her hair and turns to us.

      Charlie sinks back down, head bowed.

      “PC6 knows how important the work we do here is,” he says, addressing all of us. “Yet she thinks leaving is a better option.”

      “This is no place for my baby,” Charlie says quietly, her voice defiant.

      Aldrich jerks his head at the Cogs, and they haul Charlie up and position her over the lasers.

      “Dr. Aldrich,” Seb says, alarmed. “Can I have a word?”

      Echo taps a code into a panel in the wall, and a bar descends from the ceiling. Charlie struggles, screaming, as the Cogs handcuff her arms to it.

      I knew Aldrich was crazy, but he can’t possibly –

      “Poor Charlie,” whispers Jimi.

      I shake my head slowly.

      This can't be happening. Surely it’s only a scare tactic to get her to submit, and to intimidate everyone else?

      “That will be all,” Aldrich dismisses the Cogs once Charlie has been secured.

      “Dr. Aldrich!” Seb tries again.

      “You too, Dr. Goodman,” Aldrich says. “Leave.”

      He turns to Echo. “Go ahead.” The AI pushes a button in the wall panel.

      Seb doesn’t leave, frozen in horror with the rest of us as the lasers come on, the red lights dancing over Charlie’s feet and moving up her legs.

      Her screams are sickening.

      Aldrich’s face shows no emotion, but Echo looks on the grisly scene with delight as he holds down the button that powers the lasers.

      The black smoke smell from burned clothing and the charred flesh of her feet and legs is overpowering. The other residents cover their noses and mouths.

      I choke.

      This isn’t just a warning.

      This is an execution.

      Is this what that Prophet that warned Charlie about me saw? That I stood by and let her die when I could have saved her?

      “Stop!” I shout, moving toward Aldrich. Jimi tries to pull me back, but I shake him off. “You can't do this! You’ll kill her baby!”

      “Quiet, IO12,” Echo says. “Unless you’d like to be next.”

      Seb comes toward me. “That's enough, IO12,” he whispers, putting a hand on my arm. His eyes are tortured. “Please.”

      My vision goes black, and one of Seb’s memories crashes into my head, just like it did that morning in the ambulance.

      This time he’s watching me walk away from the food bank on the day Selena and I fled The Society. Matty’s blood is fresh on the ground from where the crowd beat him to death.

      “I didn’t help Matty,” I say over the sound of Charlie’s screams. “I didn’t even know I could. But I can help Charlie now.”

      Seb steps away from me, his face crumpling in confusion.

      “I can’t let this happen.”

      I’m woozy from my test with Elizabeth and Hansel, but I focus on Echo, summoning up the last of my strength.

      His guard is down – he’s lost in the pleasure of Charlie’s pain – and I manage to connect.

      I send a shot of white-hot energy from my mind to his solar plexus.

      The effort makes me gasp, but it isn’t enough to knock him out.

      The AI stumbles backward as if he’s only been punched, killing the lasers as his hand leaves the button.

      I see stars as The Facility falls silent.

      In spite of my blurred vision, I’m aware that Aldrich is suddenly alert and afraid. At this moment, he knows he has no protection, and he’s not sure whether all of his prisoners will turn against him.

      Charlie groans, semi-conscious, the weight of her pregnant body pulling down on her cuffed wrists. I go to her, try to release her, but my hands are too shaky, and I can barely see.

      Why is nobody helping me?

      “Please,” I say, looking for help. “Someone?”

      But Echo has already recovered.

      He reaches Charlie in two strides, and before I can make a move, he grabs her head and slashes her neck with a scalpel from his pocket, shoving me out of the way.

      The blade gleams red in the emergency lights.

      He wipes the scalpel on his trouser leg and turns toward me.
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      “Echo, stand down!”

      Aldrich hurries toward the AI as I stumble back.

      Blood oozes from Charlie’s neck and soaks into her uniform.

      I can’t take my eyes off the horrific sight.

      “Back to your pods,” Aldrich shouts. “Goodman  – I want IO12 in solitary, now.”

      Seb takes my arm and more of his memories flash into my head.

      “Don’t tell me you can’t feel that,” I say under my breath.

      “Get her down from there,” Aldrich is saying to Echo. “And get the body into the operating room. We can still salvage the infant.”

      Seb pushes me through the cafeteria, the double doors leading to the infirmary, and the locked door at the end of the corridor that Jimi couldn’t open.

      On the other side of the door is a winding metal staircase.

      “I know how to get us out of here,” I say as we make our way down.

      “What happened to PC6 was a lesson,” he says numbly, as if he's reading from a script. “There is no getting out of here.”

      At the bottom of the staircase, there are three doors. Seb unlocks the one on the right and opens it to reveal a cell no bigger than a closet. There's nowhere to lie down, nowhere to go to the bathroom.

      The sight of it makes me claustrophobic. “You can’t lock me in here!”

      Seb sags against the wall and lets out a half-sob. A hopeless, beaten sound. “I have to.”

      “I can get us out of here,” I say again, quietly.

      I can’t tell if he’s listening.

      “You know who I am now, right? You felt that connection up there, didn’t you?”

      I search his face. "Influencers can do a lot of things, but we can't manufacture memories that aren't our own. You have to know that."

      “Stop it,” he says. “Please.”

      “Seb –” I put a hand on his arm, but he pulls away angrily and wipes at his eyes.

      “I saw all of this before it ever happened,” he says, almost as if he's accusing me of something. “You think I want that to happen to you too?”

      He looks at the door, then up at the cameras, which are still off from the power surge.

      “I used to be able to push it away, almost forget about it, but this week, I’ve lost control.”

      His voice is barely audible. “I’m seeing visions all the time. I can’t sleep. I don’t know what’s real anymore.”

      I think back to his veiled warning at the food bank the day Mum was taken, urging us to get out of The Society. I assumed he had insider information, and I didn’t question it at the time – but as a medic, how could he have known about Dad’s execution announcement before it happened?

      "You're Gifted," I say, stunned.

      It seems so obvious now, especially after the ambulance ride. “You’re a Prophet.”

      He turns back to me, his eyes blazing, and again I notice the effects of the Ice on his pupils. Has he been trying to stop the visions?

      “Don’t you say that. Don’t ever say that.” He’s furious. “If they find out… you know what they’d do.”

      “Seb –”

      He straightens up. “Get inside, IO12,” he says.

      “But –”

      “If they come down and you’re not in your cell, they’ll kill us both.”

      I move inside the closet.

      “I’m sorry.” He closes the door and locks me in.

      I hear his footsteps retreat, and then I’m alone in the bowels of The Facility.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura...

      I’m so tired of feeling trapped.

      I lean on the wall and rehearse my half-formed plan in my head to keep myself from going crazy.

      There’s not even room to sit on the floor in here. I waver between thinking the plan can’t fail to convincing myself it’ll be the death of me and everyone I love.

      Hours pass before I hear movement outside my cell. Judging from scattered thoughts I hear, it’s Echo, and… someone else.

      I bang my fist against the closed door. “Let me out of here!”

      Opal!

      It’s Leo. His excited thought enters my mind.

      My heart starts to beat faster.

      Leo is down here.

      I stay quiet and wait for Echo to depart.

      “Leo,” I say into the darkness, not sure if he’ll be able to hear.

      Silence, then: “Opal, is that you?” The small voice is muffled, but it’s the same one I’ve been hearing since I became Opal.

      “Yes.” I don’t want to lie to him, but he needs to know that he’s not alone. That someone is looking out for him. “I’m okay, Leo, and you’re going to be okay too.”

      “I want to go home,” he sniffs.

      “I know,” I say, my heart cracking. “Just… try to do what they say, and don’t tell them we spoke, okay? I’m going to get us out of here.”

      “I hate him,” Leo says. “He hurts me.”

      “Who hurts you?”

      “Echo.”

      I clench my fists, wishing I had taken the sadistic AI out for good two days ago at Clinic Inc.

      “Soon, he won't be able to hurt you anymore,” I say.

      “I miss you, Opal.”

      “I miss you too,” I whisper, thinking of the real Opal with my Mum. Does Mum know I’m not me yet?

      I hear a door open above us, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps.

      I can't make out a thought imprint.

      It must be Aldrich.

      “Quiet now, Leo,” I hiss.

      I hear Aldrich tap a code into the keypad outside my door, and I stand to attention, unwilling to let him find me weakening.

      I blink as the panel slides open in front of my face, letting in dim light that almost blinds me after hours in blackness.

      I peer out, wondering which door conceals Leo.

      Aldrich holds up a headset. “I came to check your vitals,” he says. “With all the unpleasantness, we haven’t yet celebrated this morning’s accomplishment. I daresay we’re nearly ready to present The Triptych to Robert.”

      He’s appalling. Unpleasantness?

      “Charlie is dead, and you’re acting like it’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he says dismissively, pressing a button on the data panel on the headset. He clucks his tongue absently. “PC6 was my only Seer. I had hoped to test another theory that I’ve been working on to create another Triptych in case the Savant can’t cope.”

      I stare at him. “Another Triptych?”

      His smile is dark. “The Society isn’t functioning without one Savant. I’d rather not open my Triptych to the same risk.”

      He leans toward me and places the helmet on my head. I consider kicking him between the legs.

      “So in reality, the death of PC6 is not just unpleasant. It is a waste,” he says, “as I can no longer explore the power an Influencer, a Prophet, and a Seer might produce without a Savant. And that, my dear, is a great loss.”

      I fight to control my anger.

      The headset whirrs and flashes, and Aldrich makes notes on his digital tablet.

      “What happens to Charlie’s baby?” I ask, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice.

      He doesn’t answer as he turns off the tablet and pushes another button on the headset.

      “You might be interested to know that… you have just had a fascinating conversation with your friends,” he says. “It seems Neeve has finally made contact with the SLA.”

      He raises his eyebrows and looks at me, gauging my reaction.

      I keep my face carefully blank.

      “And Reece – I think that’s his name?” Aldrich continues. “You two have been having some fascinating conversations."

      My heart sinks.

      Reece would tell me anything I wanted to know.

      Aldrich smiles and lifts the headset off me and turns toward the doorway.

      “Rest up, IO12,” he says as he leaves. “We’ve more to do tomorrow.”

      He snaps the lock into place.
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      I don’t hear Leo again.

      Maybe my words comforted him, and he's managed to rest. If he’s in the room I saw in the video message, at least he has a comfortable bed.

      I don’t know why I even try to sleep standing up, but I’m so exhausted, I keep nodding off and falling into the door in the confined space.

      Later that night, Echo comes for me, dragging me by the hair back to my pod.

      I refuse to give him the satisfaction of so much as a whimper at his rough treatment.

      I sleep in the bed for what seems only a few moments before I hear The Facility waking up.

      Today is Wednesday, which means there are only three days left until The Assembly.

      Aura. Don’t speak. Aura.

      Disoriented, my eyes flutter open as the thought enters my head, and I look for its source.

      Seb strides into my pod, ready for business.

      He called me Aura.

      He believes me.

      I try not to react, even as tears prick my eyes.

      We don’t need the camera catching anything.

      I stretch slowly and rub my eyes as he sets a silver medical case down on the bed and opens it.

      “What happened to you?” I whisper, noticing a smattering of fresh bruises on the left side of his face.

      As if he’s simply talking about my medical condition, he explains in a low voice. “I knew better than to speak up yesterday.”

      He moves closer, and I smell soap and coconut cologne. He has showered and tamed his dark hair, and he wears a crisp white medical coat over his clothes.

      In spite of the bruises, he looks good today.

      I’m suddenly embarrassed by my ‘I’m an eleven-year-old who tried to sleep standing up’ look.

      "I thought if I complied, I could keep you out of here," he says quietly, checking my pulse.

      My heart beats faster.

      “I was there when Aldrich took… Aurora’s vitals at the Presidential mansion yesterday after...”

      He clears his throat.

      “She asked about ‘a brother’ when she thought I wasn’t listening...”

      “Aldrich switched our bodies,” I say under my breath.

      “How?” He asks in a low voice as he listens to my breathing, his voice cracking. “How is that possible?”

      “You’re the doctor,” I say, swallowing hard, not sure where to begin, or if I should begin. "Is it safe for you to be in here?" I ask instead, checking the camera again.

      “Aldrich has been at The Telepathe since 5:00 a.m.,” Seb says, rooting through his medical case. “And Echo is downstairs showing the nurse around.”

      He sees me frown, trying to figure out what’s going on.

      “Another AI,” he says. “To look after the baby.”

      So Aldrich did save it.

      I can only imagine why.

      I shake my head, pushing Charlie and her baby out of my mind.

      Focus, Aura.

      “You said you had a plan.” Seb takes out a syringe and fills it from a vial.

      “Charlie's timing was wrong,” I say, lowering my voice. “If we can make a Triptych of our own, we'll create another power cut on purpose. I think Jimi would help me, and you could talk to Hansel. I know he wants to see his mother...”

      “Jimi will never leave,” Seb says, interrupting me as he taps the syringe to relocate the air bubbles.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do.”

      “Then we find another Prophet,” I say, looking at him pointedly.

      He flushes. “You know I’ve never trained.”

      “You just need to be there so I can draw on your Gift.”

      Watching him tap the needle again, I remember Leo. “And there’s something else.”

      “Something else?” He glances at me, exasperated.

      “Aldrich is keeping Opal’s brother here,” I say. “In solitary. We need to get him out too.”

      He rubs his face and looks at me. “What about the trackers?” he asks. “They won’t stay off forever.”

      “Aldrich has a tool,” I say. “Once the power is off, I'll get it.”

      Seb looks at the needle, deliberating. “Where do we go once we’re out of here?”

      “The Old City.”

      “What’s in the Old City?”

      “Friends. Selena. And the one person who can get me back into my own body.”

      Seb brings the needle closer and lifts my hair away from my neck. His hands send sparks shooting down my spine.

      "I'd need to get some medication for Hansel," he says. "He's not stable with you around. There's a wall a meter thick between the two of you for a reason."

      I swallow, remembering the surge of energy I felt when the barriers between us were removed during yesterday’s tests.

      “Can you get in here after curfew?” I ask.

      He nods and pushes the contents of the syringe into my neck. “The lasers are to stop people from getting out, not getting in. There’s a 30-second delay to allow for entry once the door opens.”

      I close my eyes as the burning chemical races through my veins.

      “Okay,” I say once the sensation passes. “Echo does his rounds at 10:00 p.m. and then goes to his charging dock.”

      “He does another check at 4:00 a.m.,” Seb says, putting the needle into a plastic bag and tying the handles. “I’ve seen the logs.”

      “I bet he doesn’t. He likes… other things.” I raise an eyebrow. “Do you have access to Hansel’s enclosure?”

      He glances at his ID card. “That’s where I’m going next. Yesterday’s Triptych test took a toll.”

      “If you come in after-hours and let Hansel out, we can create a power cut to turn off the lasers and the trackers and put Echo out of action. It’ll be morning before anyone knows that we’re gone.”

      He works silently for a minute.

      “And if Aldrich sees that I’m here and not at home?”

      I chew my lip. I hadn’t thought of that. “I think he’s too distracted by The Triptych,” I say. “You’re probably the last thing on his mind. He barely noticed you yesterday.”

      Seb exhales.

      "This is all I've got," I say. "I'd rather die trying than spend my life in here. That's what's going to happen to me. And to you. You know it’s true. I bet you've even seen it."

      Seb is silent. He closes his medical case.

      “Aldrich’s calendar is blocked out tonight,” he says finally. “Which means he won’t be here. But that leaves me no time to get a vehicle.”

      “We need to go tonight,” I say.

      “Aura –”

      “There are only three days until the Assembly,” I say. “I’m running out of time.”

      “I’ll talk to Hansel,” he says, picking up the case as if he’s just finished a routine check. “Be ready. I’ll find a way.”
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      After Seb leaves, I change into a new uniform and head to the cafeteria, lightheaded with hope.

      Seb believes me, and we have a plan.

      Now I just need to act as if I’m staying here forever.

      I stand on my circle, get my tray, and join Jimi at our table.

      “I weren’t sure you’d be down,” Jimi says, his voice low. “I was gonna bring you something up.

      He looks at me carefully.

      “What was it like down there?” he asks.

      I pull the lid off a tin of jellied fruit and stir it around with my spoon. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      He takes a swig from his carton of juice. “You were brave trying to help Charlie.”

      “I was stupid,” I say, angrily shoving a spoonful of the fruit in my mouth.

      We eat the rest of our meal in silence. Jimi seems preoccupied.

      “They saved the baby,” he says once I’ve cleared my tray. “It’s a little girl.”

      I look up. “That’s good news.” I don’t know what else to say.

      I remember Charlie’s words on my first night here: ‘It would be harder if I didn’t know she was going to grow up far away from here.’

      I hope she’s right.

      “Do you want to see her?” Jimi asks. “Dr. Aldrich is busy, so there aren’t any tests today.”

      “I bet they won’t let anyone see her,” I say. “She must be pretty fragile.”

      “We're not going to touch her.” Jimi shakes his head at me. “Just look at her. They’re saying she's one of us. Gifted, I mean.”

      “What?” I ask. Please, no.

      “It’s too early to know for sure, but the signs are there,” Jimi says.

      “Who told you that?”

      “I just heard,” he shrugs and rises. It’s funny how he seems to know everything around here.

      My curiosity getting the better of me, I push my chair back and follow Jimi out of the cafeteria.

      As we pass the laundry room, he stops dead, pressing his thumb against the keypad and pulling me into the scent of soap and bleach, closing the door behind us.

      The room is filled with worktables piled high with bedsheets, uniforms, and towels.

      “Jimi, what’s going on?”

      “I need to talk to you,” he says, his eyes locked on the door.

      “About what?”

      He looks at me. “You’re going, aren’t you?”

      I swallow. “I – what?”

      “Your brother is here – the boy from the video. I saw him when I was going to look at the baby – Echo was with him,” he speaks quickly. “That's who you were looking for yesterday, weren’t it?”

      I don’t answer.

      “You can’t go without him, Opal. He’s not like us. He isn’t safe in here.”

      “You've got it wrong,” I say, trying to buy myself time to think of a suitable response. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Charlie shouldn’t be dead,” he says, and for the first time, I see a crack in his loyalty to Aldrich and The Society. “I want to help you.”

      Seb’s words play back in my mind. ‘Jimi will never leave.’

      If he’s right, then the less Jimi knows, the better. I don’t want to get him into the same kind of trouble that killed Charlie.

      “There’s nothing to help with,” I say. “But thank you for telling me he’s here.”

      Jimi looks hurt. “Opal – ”

      I grab his arm. “Jimi, no. You’ll get us both in trouble.”

      A baby begins shrieking down the hall.

      “Look, can we go see the baby now?” I ask.

      I think he’s going to argue, but he finally nods and follows me into the corridor.

      A burst of static fills my head where the baby’s thought imprint should be, and it doesn’t let up.

      Outside of my head, the baby is howling.

      “There she is,” Jimi stops outside of the infirmary, a half-smile on his face.

      Through the glass, I see Echo leaning over an incubator studying an infant. Her little face is bright red against the white blankets. Transparent tubes surround her tiny body.

      At Echo’s side, a dark-haired AI in a white nurse’s uniform shakes her head and taps data into a digital tablet.

      Echo notices us standing on the other side of the glass.

      I cringe backward, but Jimi waves a hello.

      Echo crosses the room with a frown and opens the door. The howling fills the corridor.

      “We came to see the baby,” Jimi says. “Does she have a name yet?”

      I suck in my breath. Jimi has no fear. No ulterior motive. He’s too good for this place.

      “Aurora,” Echo says simply.

      I look up sharply.

      The static buzzes through my head. “Is it true what Jimi heard?” I ask over the noise. “Is she Gifted?”

      Even as I ask, I know it instinctively, like I know I have two hands and two feet.

      She’s not just Gifted.

      She’s an Influencer.

      And if I don’t do something, her life will be one long experiment in the hands of The Society, just like Rivers. And she won’t have a parent like Edward to fight Aldrich for her.

      Echo raises an eyebrow. “It’s difficult to tell at this early stage.”

      I press my lips together.

      Once Dad has been rescued, I’m coming back here and tearing this place down.

      A high-pitched beeping comes from the incubation room. The AI nurse raps on the glass for Echo.

      “Leave now,” Echo says. “The infant is suffering.”

      Like you care, I think.

      I look back into the room and glimpse a pair of tiny pink fists waving inside the incubator before Echo pulls a screen down over the glass.

      The baby disappears.

      The static doesn’t.

      Jimi is quiet as we head back into the cafeteria.

      “Hey, aren’t you glad to have a day off from testing?” I nudge him, wishing happy Jimi back.

      “I guess,” he says.

      I glance up to the first floor and notice Seb exiting my pod, digital tablet in hand.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask, resisting the urge to tear upstairs and see if Seb left a message.

      “We could go mountaineering,” Jimi says grudgingly.

      Seb catches my eye and gives me a nod before disappearing into one of the labs.

      “You lead the way,” I tell Jimi.

      We spend an hour hauling ourselves up a virtual rock face, pummeled by virtual wind and rain to a soundtrack of thumping music. Finally, I tell Jimi that I have a headache – which, due to the mountaineering and baby Aurora's unsettled static thought imprint, is true enough – and return to my pod.

      I look around the room, but despite Seb's unspoken confirmation, nothing has changed since I left this morning.

      Cautious of the camera, I move slowly, as if I’m merely tidying up. I search the closet, the bathroom, and under the bed for some kind of message, but there is nothing. I lift the duvet, then the pillow, and something clunks against the wall.

      There’s something inside the pillowcase.

      A phone.

      Heart thumping, I take the pillow into the bathroom and close the door.

      I retrieve the phone and push the button to turn it on. The cracked screen lights up, but when I click on messages, I find an empty inbox.

      I exhale, disappointed, then jump, nearly dropping the phone as it vibrates in my hand.

      One new message has arrived from ‘Unknown Number.’ I click to open it.

      
        
        H ON BOARD. 12:30 A.M. – I THINK.

      

        

      
        Unknown number is typing…

      

        

      
        CHECK BACK IN 1 HOUR.

      

        

      
        Unknown number is typing…

      

        

      
        DELETE MESSAGES AND HIDE PHONE.

      

      

      Adrenalin ripples through my body.

      We’re getting out of here.

      In spite of my excitement, it’s not long before panic sets in. I can’t risk Echo finding the phone in the pod, so I silence it and stuff it into a pocket in my uniform.

      With baby Aurora’s static still screaming in my head, I head for the communal bathroom on the ground floor, as nervous as if I’m carrying a bomb.

      After making sure I’m alone in the bathroom, I search for a hiding place.

      There are no gaps behind the basin units or the toilet cisterns and no cupboards to store anything in, only piles of towels on a shelf above the basin set out for general use.

      I glance into one of the bathroom stalls and have an idea.

      I grab a hand towel, wrap it around the phone, lift the lid on the sanitary unit, and push the bundle to the bottom.

      Surely nobody is going to look in there.

      “I wondered where you’d gone.”

      I turn around and see Jimi watching me.

      “Are you stalking me or something?” It comes out more irritated than I intend.

      He frowns and holds out a hand containing two pills.

      “You weren’t in your pod,” he says. “I brought some painkillers from Echo. Thought they’d help you feel better.”

      I compose myself. “Thanks,” I say, holding out my hand for the pills. “Sorry, it’s just… a girl thing, you know?”

      The blush starts at his neck and creeps up to his cheeks. “Uh… Well… I’ll leave, sorry.”

      “Thanks, Jimi,” I say. “I'll see you at dinner?”

      He nods and shuffles out of the bathroom.

      I catch my reflection in the mirror. My cheeks are as flushed as Jimi’s, but with guilt rather than embarrassment.

      I swallow the pills, splash water onto my face, and return to my pod.

      I glance at the clock.

      Twelve hours.
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      I root through the sanitary unit to check the phone at 3:00 p.m., and again at 5:00 p.m., but there are no more messages.

      I convince myself that something has gone wrong. Aldrich’s meeting has been canceled, or Seb hasn’t been able to get a vehicle – or he’s changed his mind about helping me altogether.

      Setting myself up for disappointment, I check the phone once more before dinner. This time there’s a message waiting.

      My finger hovers over the touchscreen button.

      Please.

      
        
        ALL SET. 12:30 A.M.

        RING TWICE IF ALL CLEAR.

      

      

      I want to punch the air in victory. Instead, I delete the message and stash the phone again before entering the cafeteria.

      I eat dinner with Jimi and attend a yoga class in the Gymnasium with a virtual trainer who encourages us to “inhale the future, and exhale the past,” every five minutes.

      I inhale escape and exhale The Facility.

      Later, in The Facility garden, I listen to endless speculation about baby Aurora.

      Jimi doesn’t join in, and I wonder why, considering his excitement about the baby earlier.

      Perhaps Charlie’s death is still weighing on him.

      Before we head into our pods for the night, he asks me again if I’m leaving.

      Again I tell him no.

      Lying to him feels awful, but it would be worse for him if he knew the truth, especially if Aldrich questions him. I don’t want his death on my hands like Charlie’s.

      Finally, it’s 10:00 p.m.

      The Facility takes on a dim green glow as Echo carries out his night-warden duties after lights-out, gliding along the corridor, making sure we're all in bed.

      I listen to the low murmur of the other inmates’ “goodnight, Echo” and the whoosh of sliding doors closing. I squeeze my eyes shut before Echo comes into my room, pretending that I’m already asleep.

      When my door closes behind him, I open my eyes and stare into the dark.

      The glowing red digits on the clock beside my bed read 10:30.

      Just two hours until Seb’s arrival.

      I listen for Echo’s footsteps retreating down the stairs, across the cafeteria, to his charging dock. There’s a burst of bright light as he opens the door that disappears with the click of the latch.

      Finally, all is silent.

      The wait is excruciating.

      I think of Opal and baby Aurora and Leo and seeing Dad at the Assembly.

      I watch every minute tick by on the clock.

      At 12:15 a.m., I can’t wait any longer.

      I peel back the duvet, swing my legs around, and push my feet into my slippers.

      I get up slowly so the bed doesn’t creak.

      I’m just about to open my door when the light comes back on in the cafeteria. I jump back as if the handle is wired for an electric shock.

      I see a group of six men in sharp black suits walk in downstairs with Dr. Aldrich. Their perfect hair and smooth movements give them away as AI.

      So this is the meeting blocked out in Aldrich’s calendar.

      I gulp.

      This can’t be good.

      My mind spins.

      Has Seb has been caught? Is Aldrich planning some spectacle to punish us both?

      Then I see an AI leading Hansel out of his enclosure as four other AIs march up the stairs to the pod level.

      I hear a door slide open down the corridor, and Elizabeth is escorted from her pod.

      Two AIs glide toward my pod.

      I pray that they keep moving past, but they don’t.

      My door opens.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “Where are you taking us?”

      One of them snaps cuffs around my wrists and ankles, and then they lead me out of my pod and down the stairs.

      I need to warn Seb.

      But I can’t do anything that will make Aldrich suspicious.

      You need to stay calm, I tell myself as the AI’s haul me across the cafeteria.

      Seb is smart.

      If Aldrich has vehicles outside to take us wherever we’re going, Seb will know to turn back.

      Please, let him be okay.

      The AIs lead me through the exit door and into the corridor. The lasers are off to allow us to go.

      At the end of the corridor, we exit through the big steel door out into a parking lot, cuffs and chains rattling all the way.

      A black limousine and three small transit vans wait in the lot. The first van is already closed and pulling away with Hansel inside. Elizabeth is being loaded into the second. The ramp on the third comes down, and my AI escort ushers me inside and straps me in.

      Dr. Aldrich climbs in after me. Kneeling next to me, he flips open a small silver briefcase and takes out a syringe.

      "I had my injection this morning," I say as he rolls up my sleeve.

      “Just an extra precaution,” he says, squeezing the liquid into my vein.

      “A precaution for what?” I ask around the burn as he puts his kit away. “Where are you taking us? What's going on?”

      He stands. “We have an audience with the President,” he says. “In which we will demonstrate what we’ve achieved in The Facility this week.”

      “In the middle of the night?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, “does this not suit your schedule?”

      He slides the van door open and climbs out.
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      We're on the road for about half an hour before the van comes to a stop.

      The door opens, revealing Aldrich and one of the AIs from The Facility.

      The night outside is pitch black. I can barely see the large building in front of us, but I know from the thought imprints that it is flanked by an army of guards.

      The AI steps inside the van to undo my restraints, then Aldrich takes my arm to walk me into the building.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “This is a big night for me,” Aldrich whispers, ignoring my question.

      “Why do you care about impressing Robert?” I mutter. “I thought he was replaceable.”

      "He doesn't know that," the doctor says casually. "And that's the way I need it to stay." His voice is low, conspiratorial. "And if all goes smoothly, I may reward you."

      Reward me?

      “How?”

      I’m not sure I want to know.

      I can hear music and raised voices inside – lots of them.

      “I could arrange a visit with your father before the execution,” he says. “His memory disk will be reinserted on the afternoon of the execution, you know.”

      “That’s your idea of a reward?” I ask, unable to hide my disgust.

      “I don’t need you pulling any stunts tonight,” he says. “If the chance to say goodbye to your father doesn’t motivate you, then think of Dr. Goodman. At least give his bruises time to heal.”

      I bristle. If Aldrich knew what we were planning, he wouldn’t feel so secure in his control.

      We go up two flights of stairs and through a locked double door into a mirrored corridor.

      A crackle of energy sweeps through me as we step into a glass-walled booth. Hansel and Elizabeth are already here, chained to a metal handrail along the wall.

      The sign above the bar area below reads Blonde. I raise an eyebrow in surprise.

      This is one of the most famous Elite meeting spots in The Society.

      An AI ties a chain around my cuffs and attaches it to a handrail in the booth.

      “The President will be joining us via a live link shortly.” Aldrich looks at each of us. “This is a huge opportunity for us to show how indispensable you are to The Society.”

      Elizabeth straightens proudly next to me, but Hansel only glares at Aldrich.

      “Think of your mother, SH5,” he says to Hansel. “Make her proud.”

      A cloud of pixels appears in the booth, forming a translucent digital screen.

      “Right on time,” Aldrich says.

      He turns to the AI escort.

      “Wait for me in the meeting room,” he tells them, and they head for the elevator.

      When they’re gone, he pulls a remote from his jacket pocket and flashes it at the screen.

      President Robert Wolfe, my mum, and… fake me… appear as high-resolution 3D holograms.

      Opal-Aura is dressed to the nines in a designer trouser suit and lacy black gloves. With her red hair beautifully coiffed and her porcelain skin offset by fresh pink lipstick, she presents the perfect picture of a well-adjusted Elite girl – and a stark contrast to the exhausted Worker identity I was sporting a few weeks ago.

      Our eyes lock, and she looks away before I do. I wonder if she recognizes herself in me as I recognize myself in her.

      “I know you,” I want to say. “I’m trying to help Leo. I'm sorry this happened to us.”

      “Mr. President,” Aldrich says, “Ms. Cohen, Ms. Jax. Thank you for taking time out of your party.”

      “Calvin,” Robert says, drink in hand. His tie is loose, and his top button undone. “I hoped you'd called me here to announce the successful installation of the new Savant and a fully-functioning Telepathe.”

      His eyes scan the three of us chained to the handrail, taking in the crowd below us. “I fear I'm about to be disappointed.”

      “My team is still working on that situation. We're extremely close –”

      “Why am I here at 1:00 a.m.? And what are these people doing here?” Robert cuts Aldrich off, gesturing at Hansel, Elizabeth, and me.

      “These people are a revolution in crowd control,” Aldrich says.

      “It’s late, Calvin. Too late. Get to the point,” Robert snaps.

      Annoyance flashes across the doctor’s face. “They are all Gifted,” he says. “Each with a different propensity. But together, they are the greatest weapon The Society has ever seen.”

      “Excuse me?” Robert looks harder at us, interested now.

      “I’ve found an Influencer, Mr. President,” Aldrich says, and I see Mum’s eyes widen. “I waited to come to you until I was sure, but this is what we’ve always wanted.”

      “An… Influencer?” Robert wets his lips. “I thought they were just some wild fiction of yours, Calvin. Which one is it?”

      “The young girl,” Aldrich replies, nodding at me.

      Mum and Robert look right at me.

      Mum's face is white.

      Aura?

      Her thought is so clear in my head, I nearly wince. Should I respond? Would that make her worry even more?

      “You're sure?” Robert is asking.

      “One hundred percent sure,” Aldrich says. “Together, the Influencer, the Prophet, and this Savant form something known as The Triptych.”

      Aura, is that you? Mum asks telepathically.

      I exhale.

      Yes.

      She blinks and looks around, taking a swallow from her glass to cover her shock.

      Mum, please don’t worry. I’m going to fix everything.

      I don’t tell her that I don’t know how yet.

      “Leave us,” Robert tells Mum.

      She keeps her focus on me. No. It can’t be...

      “Leave us, Rosalie!” Robert snaps, making me flinch.

      Mum takes Opal-Aura's hand, and they turn to go. Their 3D holograms dissolve into flat 2D images as Mum throws a last look over her shoulder at me.

      “I hope that the video conference and the after-hours appointment make a little more sense now,” Aldrich is saying to Robert.

      “Okay, Calvin,” Robert says. “You've piqued my interest. Let’s see what they’re capable of, shall we?”

      “Very well,” Aldrich says. “There are hundreds of Elites down there. What would you like to see them do?”

      Robert waves his drink at the screen. “Make them salute me.”

      I close my eyes and take a breath, trying to override a sudden burst of anger.

      Aldrich walks toward Hansel and lifts off his helmet. A thrum of electricity goes through me.

      “You know what to do,” Aldrich says, looking at the three of us. His throat sounds dry. He’s in control of everything, but he has no real idea if we’ll do as he says.

      With everything that’s still at stake, there’s no sense in defying him. Not here, not now.

      I close my eyes again, focusing on Elizabeth and Hansel on either side of me.

      In seconds the three of us lock together like one all-knowing, all-powerful mind with the possibilities of the universe at our fingertips.

      I sense the sea of consciousness below me in the bar. I take a deep breath and open my eyes.

      The lights in the building flicker, and the screen behind us, reflected in the glass, pixelates and darkens. There’s a clicking sound, and the electricity kicks back in again, bringing back the lights and the screen.

      “We've installed a backup generator,” I hear Aldrich say to Robert, far in the distance. “The power surge they create is immense.”

      I form the instruction, and with the power of the Prophet and the Savant at my disposal, I direct it into the minds below. Like a wave, the effect ripples through the meeting room, and every glamorous man and woman in the crowd turns toward where we stand with Robert’s hologram behind us and raises a hand in a salute.

      Without turning my head to look behind me, I watch Robert’s reflection in the glass.

      He’s smiling.

      “Very good,” he says. “Though it could just be a neat trick. How do I know you haven’t coached all these people?”

      “You ask them to do something this time,” Aldrich says, his eyes glittering.

      Robert knocks back another swallow of his drink. “All right, let’s have a rendition of the anthem.”

      Aldrich nods at Robert and then at me. I grit my teeth, then do as I’ve been told.

      Once again, The Triptych connects with the crowd below. It’s even easier the second time, as if our brains have stored the thought imprints we encountered the first time.

      By the fourth line of the song, everyone has joined in the rousing tribute to The Society.

      
        
        We are The Society,

        There’s a role here for us all,

        Attention fellow citizens,

        As other cities fall.

        Farewell to the Great Unrest,

        To these words do we attest,

        “Peace,” “justice,” and “prosperity,”

        We cast our stones and heed the call.

        From The Golden Belt to the border fence,

        From The Telepathe to the workhouses,

        We are The Society,

        The Society is all!

      

      

      Every child in The Society hears this anthem a thousand times before they even learn to talk. Before our 11+, we’d begin every school day singing it.

      "How do I know these people can't hear what I'm saying?" Robert pretends skepticism, but I can tell he's starting to believe what Aldrich is telling him.

      “They can’t hear you,” Aldrich says. “But let me show you one last thing.”

      Aldrich says something into his CASS monitor, and a Cog appears in the private box opposite ours. He points his rifle down into the crowd.

      “Let me down and you will live to regret it,” he says in my ear before lifting the CASS monitor to his mouth. “Fire.”

      Robert’s eyes practically bulge out of his sockets.

      The Cog pulls the trigger, and the bullet from the rifle pierces the glass window and zips through the crowd, hitting a tuxedo-clad partier in the chest.

      The crowd parts as the victim staggers back.

      The screaming starts.

      The panic isn’t holographic this time.

      I can’t believe Aldrich has done something so risky as starting a riot. What if we fail?

      “Now!” he shouts at us.

      I connect with Hansel and Elizabeth again, drawing on our combined strength to focus all of our energy on the scene below.

      Everything judders and then freezes as I pull on the strands of time we discovered in our last test. My head hurts; my eyes hurt; I feel like I'm going to throw up.

      I don’t.

      I just need to hold on.

      You can do this, Aura, I tell myself.

      My nose pours blood as the scene below us rewinds, and the bullet reverses its trajectory. It glints silver beneath the lights as it leaves the victim's chest in slow motion, arcs through the air, thwacks back through the un-breaking glass, and lands in the Cog's rifle chamber.

      “I’ve seen enough,” I hear Robert say under his breath.

      The connection with Hansel and Elizabeth splinters with his words.

      Elizabeth whimpers and gulps in air while I lean against the rail, spent. Hansel holds his head as if it might burst. Aldrich should have called Seb in for this.

      I see Robert’s hologram reflected in the glass.

      “We couldn’t have done this with the other Gifted people in The Facility, Calvin? The Influencer was the key?” He looks over at me where I sag against the railing, too tired to wipe the blood pouring from my nose. “What if something happens to her?” he asks. “You have a contingency plan?”

      "I'm working on copying her memory disk," he says. "If I'm successful, I – we – could have a host of Influencers at our disposal.”

      My chest tightens.

      I can’t let that happen.

      “This is good, Calvin,” Robert says, his eyes wide. “This is DN8 good.”

      Below us, the people in the bar carry on as if nothing has happened.

      “No,” Robert stops himself. “This is better than DN8 good. This is going to secure my Presidency and make The Society what we've always known it could be."

      He moves closer to the camera so that his face fills the screen.

      “This is going to make me unstoppable, Calvin.” He takes a swig of his drink. “Why did I ever doubt you?”

      “It’s perfectly understandable, Mr. President,” Aldrich says. His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “You do have a lot on your shoulders.

      Staring at their reflection, I notice tiny cracks fissuring like spider webs across the glass screen in front of us.

      Robert rubs his chin and looks down at the crowd. "There are three days until The Assembly. Franz Igo assures me that IT are in control of the protest situation in the Old City, and he's winning the digital war with the 'Justice For Graham Jax' protestors."

      He knocks back the rest of his drink and stares into space. “But you know I won’t relax until there’s a bullet in Jax’s head.”

      I dig my nails into my palms.

      “Naturally,” Aldrich says.

      There’s a slow crunching sound as the fissures in the glass grow deeper. The pressure is building.

      Hansel and Elizabeth breathe heavily. I swipe at my nose, thinking that Hansel should probably replace his helmet.

      “We’ll have 55,000 people in Central Square on Saturday. This… Triptych must be ready, Calvin,” he says. “I want to own the minds of The Society once and for all. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Mr. President.”

      The glass shatters and the screen dies, obliterating Robert’s hologram as if he was never there.

      The people below scream as glass shards fall on them like raindrops slicing their skin.
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      Aldrich jams Hansel’s helmet back onto his head, gashing the Savant in the process.

      Clinic Inc. crews arrive to treat injuries and wipe Memory Disks for the Blonde clientele. Calvin and Robert switch to a phone connection and arrange a media blackout before loading us back into the vans.

      By the time we get back to The Facility, it’s almost 4:00 a.m. My head throbs and my eyes sting with exhaustion.

      Echo meets us at the entrance as if we’re a victorious troop of soldiers, which I guess we are, as far as he and Aldrich are concerned.

      Hansel, Elizabeth, and I are excused from tests and classes so that we can recuperate. Still, Aldrich insists on checking our vitals before we go to sleep – he can’t afford any untreated damage to his powerful new “weapon.”

      My head finally hits the pillow at 5:00 a.m., but my dreams keep my mind busy even while I sleep.

      Whatever memory or essence of Opal that has somehow been left behind in this body is growing more undeniable.

      I see Leo over and over, hiding alone, afraid, trying to get my attention. His terror is a visceral thing, churning my stomach, waking me with cold sweats.

      Someone half-rouses me at 7:00 a.m. to take my temperature and give me another injection, but I drop right back into a restless sleep.

      I don’t wake fully until after lunch. Disoriented, I tap the touchscreen next to the bed.

      Today is Thursday.

      Two days until The Assembly.

      Two days left to save my dad.

      Hauling myself out of bed to the door, I see Jimi sitting alone in the empty cafeteria, staring into space.

      I dress in a fresh uniform, scrape my hair back into a ponytail and go downstairs to join him, sneaking a glance into Hansel’s enclosure on my way.

      I don't see him. I wonder what sort of treatment he’s needed after last night.

      “Hey,” I say to Jimi, noticing that he has my tray as well as his own.

      He pushes it toward me.

      I give him a grateful smile. “Thanks. You’re always looking out for me.”

      He asks me what happened.

      I tell him half the story, leaving out the part about the shooting and the riot.

      His mouth hangs open when I finish.

      “I’d love to see the President,” he says. “I wish they'd picked me as the Prophet instead of Elizabeth.”

      I don’t say anything, opening my lunch tray instead.

      Today's chef-prepared meal is a grilled piece of plant protein, mash, pureed carrots, and a hunk of fresh bread.

      “You always play it so cool,” he says. “I would be so excited.”

      “He wasn’t actually there,” I tell him. “It was just a live link.”

      “But he saw you use your Gift,” he says. “The President knows who you are, Opal!”

      I eat my bread.

      “Do you know how the baby is doing?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      “Aurora,” he reminds me, leaning in. “I heard Dr. Aldrich saying there’s a chance she might be an Influencer like you… and something about ‘a second Triptych.’” He opens a carton of juice. “Anyway, Echo says she’s stable now.”

      I try to hide my horror. “That’s… good,” I say, chewing.

      “I’m gonna miss you,” he says in a low voice.

      I frown.

      “I know you’re going to try to get out tonight,” he says.

      I sigh. Not this again.

      “I thought we were friends,” he says. “You must be able to hear what’s in my head. You know you can trust me.”

      I glare at him. He’s not going to let this go, even if it gets him killed.

      “Laundry room, now," I say. “I don’t listen to thoughts from my friends.”

      He leads the way.

      “How do you know what I may or may not be planning?” I ask once we’re out of earshot.

      He shrugs. “I'm a Prophet, ain’t I?”

      I frown. "Does that mean everyone knows?”

      He smiles. “Nah. We’re not Savants. They see everything at once like a big messy picture. With Prophets, it depends on what pushes to the surface – or what we focus on. I like you, so I see you and things about you.”

      I stare at him, trying to make sense of his explanation.

      “Look, I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you in danger,” I finally say.

      “I know you’re an Influencer, and you’re mates with the President now, but I'm still older’n you,” he says. “Let me worry about me.”

      He might be a Prophet, but he doesn't really know me. I wonder what he would think if he knew that I'm actually Aura Jax, and I'm sixteen years old.

      “There’s going to be another power cut,” I tell him. “Tonight. When the lasers are down, we’re getting out.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “Me, Dr. Goodman, and Hansel… and you, if you want?”

      He furrows his eyebrows. “What about Leo?”

      “When the power goes off, I’ll go get him.”

      “I could do that part.”

      “Jimi – ”

      “Let me help.”

      I hesitate. Seb won’t like it.

      “Please.”

      “Okay,” I nod my head reluctantly. “You get Leo.”

      He beams. “I better go,” he says. “I have a class.”

      “Wait, you don’t know what time –”

      “Half-past midnight,” he says before I can finish.

      I stare after him before heading to the communal bathroom to check the phone.

      There’s a one-word message in the inbox sent at 10:00 a.m. today:

      
        
        TONIGHT.

      

      

      I breathe a sigh of relief. Seb is okay. The plan is still on. We’re still getting out of here.

      I delete the message, stash the phone, and wait.
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      At 10:00 p.m., The Facility goes dark, and Echo does his rounds.

      Just like the night before, I wait poised, staring at the clock until it hits 12:15, and then I’m out the pod door, adrenalin coursing through me.

      I survey the cafeteria below.

      This time the lights stay off and the room remains empty.

      The door to Echo's dock is closed.

      I peer into Jimi’s pod. I can just make out his silhouette sitting at the edge of the bed in the darkened room.

      ‘Good luck,’ he says telepathically. ‘I’ll be ready.’

      I give him a thumbs-up and pad down the corridor to descend the stairs.

      I pass by Hansel's enclosure on the way to the bathroom, but it's too dark to see him through the glass.

      The lights come up automatically when I open the bathroom door, illuminating the room in a pale white glow. I go to the cubicle and rake around in the sanitary unit for the phone. This time it’s not there.

      Why isn’t it here?

      It has to be.

      “Looking for this?”

      I spin around and see Elizabeth holding the phone out to me.

      Shoot.

      I reach for it, and she moves her arm away.

      “Elizabeth,” I whisper. “Give it to me. Please.”

      She puts it behind her back. “Phones aren’t allowed. What do you think Echo would say about this?”

      “No, please,” I stall. “Please listen to me.”

      Not that I have a clue what I can say to her.

      “Didn’t you see what happened to PC6?” she asks. “Are you going to try to run? Don’t you know The Society needs you here, IO12? Didn’t you hear what The President said last night?”

      Her voice is getting louder. She’s going to wake the whole Facility.

      I need her to be quiet.

      “Just give it to me.” I move toward her, and she backs up. “Let me explain?”

      She shakes her head and starts looking through the phone. “Explain it to Echo.”

      I don’t have time for this.

      “I’m sorry, Elizabeth,” I whisper.

      I focus on the angry, racing thought imprint in front of me and form a command in my mind.

      Somnum.

      She doesn’t see it coming.

      As it hits her, a searing pain tears through my head.

      I fight down the urge to vomit as Elizabeth slumps to the floor, dropping the phone and knocking over a full trashcan with a racket, spilling soap wrappers, used paper towels, and empty toothpaste tubes onto the floor.

      My heart pounds as though it’s coming out of my chest.

      I stand stock-still, listening.

      Echo must have heard.

      Everybody must have heard.

      I grab the phone from the pile of detritus on the floor and hastily punch in the number that I’ve memorized. I let it ring twice, hang up, and delete the call log and the texts.

      It’s not exactly the all-clear that Seb will be expecting, but if we have to take Echo out, so be it. I can’t wait any longer.

      I hear footsteps approach, soft shoes clacking on the laminate floor.

      I slip the phone into my pocket.

      I don’t have time to move Elizabeth out of the way.

      Think, Aura.

      I take a deep breath, step over Elizabeth, and push open the bathroom door, coming face to face with Echo.

      “What are you doing in here? What was that noise?” he asks, CASS monitor in hand.

      My head is pulsating in time with my heartbeat.

      “I was coming to get you. It's PE2.” I concentrate on sounding distressed. “I couldn’t sleep. I heard her leave her pod and I followed her.” I take the phone out of my pocket. “She had this.”

      Echo clips the CASS monitor to his belt and takes the phone from me.

      “She tried to attack me, so I – I used my Gift to put her to sleep.”

      The AI frowns and pushes past me. He pockets the phone when he sees Elizabeth’s body, inert on the floor, and kneels beside her.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      I really am.

      It was her or you and everyone you love, I tell myself.

      Echo checks for a pulse in Elizabeth’s neck. “Did you hear her speaking to anyone?”

      I shake my head. “No. Sorry.”

      He picks up the CASS monitor to call for backup.

      You need to get rid of him, Aura. You can’t let him call Aldrich.

      Seb will be here any minute.

      Panicking, I grab his arm, knocking the CASS monitor onto the floor. “I don't feel so good,” I say.

      He shakes off my hand and gives me an angry glance.

      His eyes are amber, not violet.

      He’s almost out of charge.

      In the two seconds that elapse between him looking at me and looking away, I make my connection.

      I focus on the slow-dancing cluster of neurons behind his amber irises and send a blast of energy to them.

      It’s like a switch.

      On.

      Off.

      His eyelids close, and he sinks to his knees in a deep sleep.

      I hold on to the basin, close my eyes, and take a calming breath.

      When I open them, Echo’s skin is glowing with a red warning light.
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      I freeze.

      Any moment now, his alarm will sound.

      Aldrich will send an army of Cogs and we’ll never get out of here.

      I search for a button on his neck, under his chin, in his hair, and come up blank.

      I try to think back to what happened at the Clinic Inc. Did Aldrich do something to stop the alarm after I put Echo to sleep?

      I don’t remember.

      I flinch as a jolt of electricity rips through me, as if I’ve stuck my fingers into a plug socket.

      The bathroom door flies open, and Seb and Hansel burst in. The Savant is carrying his helmet, and even though we're not yet connected, latent power crackles between us like a small electrical storm.

      “What are you doing?” Seb hisses. His expression changes to one of disbelief when he sees the two sleeping bodies on the bathroom floor.

      “Elizabeth found the phone,” I say. “She was going to tell Echo. His alarm...”

      Seb pushes past me to Echo and pulls the AI's trouser leg up. “Is going to go off –”

      BEEP!

      “– any second.” He pushes an invisible button on Echo’s ankle, just as the alarm starts.

      I could scream.

      Seb drags a hand through his hair in exasperation.

      Too late, Hansel says, telepathically. I want to slap him.

      “It’s not too late until they stop us,” I say, retrieving the phone from Echo’s pocket.

      I catch Seb’s eye and he gives me a wry smile. I’m sure he’s regretting the day he ever met Aura Jax.

      “Are you ready?” he asks, standing.

      I nod. My stomach is doing somersaults. If this doesn’t work, we’re worse than dead.

      Hansel places his helmet on the floor, and we join hands and form a circle.

      Seb’s palms are warm and clammy, like mine.

      Hansel’s are as cool as marble.

      My heart thumps.

      I brace myself for the surge of power like a high diver ready to slice into the water below.

      Hansel closes his eyes, but I stay focused on Seb, grateful for something solid to hold onto. His dark brows furrow in concentration and the light in his tracker glows bright red.

      The power hits.

      It crackles and hisses through every fiber of my being.

      Seb’s face disappears as my mind twists and turns, racing, connecting. Images and colors flash across my consciousness, and for a handful of stupefying seconds, I am godlike. I know everything, I can see everything; I am connected to the whole universe.

      The euphoria doesn’t last.

      The visions recede, and I’m back in The Facility’s communal bathroom, burning up, holding on to Seb and Hansel, not daring to let go.

      Seb’s eyes flicker back in his head, and Hansel’s nose streams with blood as the power in the building begins to shut down.

      The night lights dim and then die completely.

      Hansel’s eyes fly open as the trackers turn black, no longer transmitting.

      We stand in complete darkness.

      We did it.

      I drop my hands and catch my breath.

      “Everybody alright?” I ask, as my eyes adjust to the thick dark.

      Hansel nods and puts his helmet on. Seb turns on a flashlight but doesn't say a word. It hits me that this is probably the first time he's ever consciously used his Gift, and I think back to how I felt that night at the border when I discovered that I could use my mind as a weapon.

      I was drained. Half-dead. Overwhelmed.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I say in his direction. “Come on.”

      We creep out of the bathroom, and Hansel and Seb stagger toward the exit.

      “Back in a minute,” I whisper before dashing toward the lab.

      On my way, I see Jimi disappear through the double doors to get Leo.

      As expected, the power surge has disabled the lock on the lab door.

      I aim the flashlight past the exam table to the chest of drawers where Aldrich stowed the tracker tool.

      I rifle through the top drawer.

      It’s not there.

      I check the next drawer down. And the next.

      It’s not there.

      Shoot, shoot, shoot.

      I check the first drawer again, hoping I’m not going crazy, and my eyes land on a USB stick. Opal/Aurora is written along the side in black marker. I wonder if our medical notes are on here?

      I pocket it, close the drawers and leave the lab. I don't have time to keep looking.

      Seb looks at me expectantly, and I shake my head.

      “Plan B it is,” he says weakly.

      “What’s Plan B?” I ask.

      “He’s not there!” a voice calls in a low whisper.

      I turn to see Jimi crossing the cafeteria.

      “They must have moved him,” he says, distraught.

      Seb looks at me. What is he doing here?

      “Leo’s bed’s been slept in, but he's not there,” Jimi says.

      “I can’t go without him,” I say.

      I promised him.

      “Aldrich could have taken him anywhere,” Seb wheezes.

      “I wouldn’t leave without Selena, and I’m not leaving without Leo. I know Opal wouldn’t.” I turn to Hansel. “You can see where he is, can’t you? Is he still here?”

      He’s not supposed to come this time, Hansel says.

      “What does that mean?” I’m not in the mood for riddles. Hansel and Rivers like them too much – I wonder if it’s a Savant thing.

      My eyes widen suddenly as Rivers’ message becomes clear.

      ‘The medic and the Savant.’

      Seb and Hansel.

      And he hadn’t mentioned Leo.

      “We’ll find out where he is. We’ll come back for him,” Seb says, his voice hoarse.

      You’ll see him again, Hansel says.

      “We can’t help him if we’re caught,” Seb says.

      I sigh.

      Still feeling like I’m betraying Leo, I follow Seb and Hansel toward the exit.

      I turn back halfway to see that Jimi hasn’t moved.

      He raises his hand in a wave.

      “Jimi!” I go back to him. “You’re coming with us.”

      He shakes his head. “Someone has to look out for baby Aurora. And Leo. I’ll take care of them.”

      I look at him, finally hearing what’s in his head.

      Seb was right – Jimi was never going to come with us.

      I hug him. "We're coming back for you too."

      We have to go, Hansel says.

      I follow Seb and Hansel to the exit. I can feel the gaze of some of the Prophets, their faces pressed up against the doors of their pods, watching us go.

      Without power, the corridor is dark and the way is clear. There are no lasers to sear our flesh.

      I look up to see the dark shapes of the useless cameras pointing down at us, recording nothing.

      “Wait.”

      Next to me, Seb stops dead and hands me the flashlight. He struggles out of his jacket and doubles over, holding it under his mouth to be sick.

      “Sorry,” he mumbles. He wipes his mouth and bundles up the jacket, putting it under his arm.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      He nods, and we keep moving.

      At the end of the corridor, Hansel and I struggle to turn the heavy titanium wheel on the door, until it opens with a slow hiss.

      I peer out into a large, unlit parking lot, shivering in my thin facility scrubs.

      I don’t see a getaway vehicle.

      “How do we get out of here?” I whisper to Seb.

      “I borrowed an ambulance,” he says. “I parked it where the cameras wouldn’t see.”

      The sour smell from his jacket reaches my nose as we step out into the frosty October night.

      From this vantage point, The Facility looks like any derelict building we might see in the Old City. The front door has been artfully aged and smashed up. Overgrown bushes cover most of the walls.

      Seb shoves his jacket into the bushes and spits more bile onto the asphalt.

      There are CSOs coming, Hansel warns.

      “What?” I hiss.

      Once the lights come up, there’ll be nowhere to hide. We need to get to that ambulance.

      “Follow me,” Seb says.

      Seb’s breathing is labored as we track across the parking lot, racing the rumble of an approaching truck.

      Grabbing my hand, Seb leads us onto a narrow dirt road and into some trees, where I see the white shape of an ambulance parked between the trees.

      Suddenly, Seb stops dead, frantically searching his pockets.

      The rumbling of tires is getting closer.

      “Seb?” I look back at him.

      “My ID card – it’s in my jacket. We can’t get into the ambulance without it.”

      My heart drops.

      I search the ground for a rock to smash the window in, but I can’t find anything. I can see the truck’s headlights slashing through the dark now.

      “Where are we?” I ask, fighting down panic. We were supposed to be on our way to the Old City before the power came back on – before anyone knew we’d gone.

      “Too far away from anywhere to go on foot,” Seb says.

      “We can hide,” I say.

      “If they have Teks, they’ll tear us apart,” Seb says, turning back toward The Facility. “They won't stop an ambulance.”

      “Wait – what are you doing?” I call after him as he starts running.

      Does he seriously think he can sprint there and back before the truck gets here?

      “There’s no time –” I whisper, watching him lope back across the parking lot with the gait of a wounded soldier.

      Then we’ll make the time. Hansel’s voice sounds calm in my head.

      What?

      “Seb!” I call again. He keeps running.

      There's a low buzz, and the floodlights in the parking lot come on.

      Our time is up.

      Hansel puts a hand on my arm. He’s taken his helmet off. I’ll shield him, he says.

      “Shield him?”

      You know what to do.

      “‘Time can be influenced, dilated, and constricted,’” I repeat Aldrich’s words, looking at Hansel.

      He takes my hand as he nods.

      I empty my mind and focus only on the headlights moving toward us.

      A sharp pain bursts inside my head as Hansel and I connect, but I keep my eyes fixed on the lights.

      In my head, I conjure up a vision of an old clock with long thin hands counting the seconds.

      Tick, tock, tick, tock.

      I reach out with my mind and pause the motion. The clock-hands strain against the stop, but they don’t move. They can’t.

      Fighting their resistance, I pull them backward.

      The floodlights in the parking lot go out.

      Tock, tick, tock… tick.

      Stuttering at first, the truck’s momentum slows until it’s barely moving at all.

      Come on, Seb.

      I start to count.

      10, 9, 8…

      I don’t know how long I can hold on.

      At “2,” the truck begins to move backward as time rewinds.

      Somewhere in the distance, I hear Seb’s footsteps, clumsy on the asphalt, coming toward us.

      Hansel gasps and drops my hands, falling back against the side of the ambulance. I hold on by myself.

      Ninety seconds.

      The truck’s lights are no longer visible.

      I feel like my head will split in two.

      Finally, I crash out of the trance and sink to my knees, letting time slip from my grasp.

      I suck in air and fight the urge to vomit.

      There’s a hand on my shoulder. “We did it.”

      I look up to see Seb brandishing his ID card.

      In the distance, the truck starts to move at full speed again.

      “I bought us a few seconds,” I say.

      He pulls me to my feet and grabs Hansel’s helmet. “It was enough.”
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      Seb’s hands shake as he swipes his ID card across the panel beside the door. Hansel and I collapse into the back, as Seb hauls himself into the front.

      Their trackers are still off, but I don’t know how long that will last. We need to remove them before Aldrich starts searching for us.

      “Hansel’s meds are in the glove compartment,” Seb says, tapping the navigation panel on the dashboard. “He needs two right now.”

      He looks back at me from the driver’s seat. “Do we have a location?”

      I dig out a vial of yellow and red capsules and dump two into my palm. I hand the pills back to the Savant.

      The Inner Sanctum, Hansel says telepathically as he pops the capsules into his mouth and swallows. My mother lives there. You can stay the night.

      Do Savants ever actually speak out loud?

      I shake my head, glancing at him. “We can’t stay. We need to get to the Old City.”

      “It might be better to stay there until we know where we’re headed,” Seb says, rubbing his eyes. “Besides, Aldrich won’t think to look for you in the Inner Sanctum if he knows your friend is in the Old City.”

      I don’t have the strength to argue. I just want to put some distance between us and The Facility.

      The ambulance comes to life, and Seb pulls out of the trees.

      I feel for the USB in my pocket, wondering what information Aldrich has been collecting about Opal and me. I sink back into my seat and stare into Opal's reflection in the darkened window.

      Seb turns into the narrow road, barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass each other, and hugs the tree line to give the oncoming truck space to pass.

      “Here they are,” he says under his breath as the hulking Society truck comes into view. It flashes its lights when it sees us approaching.

      “It looks like they’re going to stop us,” I say.

      “We’ll see.” Seb turns on the sirens, and I grip the edge of my seat.

      The truck keeps on flashing at us, but Seb accelerates.

      Instead of letting us pass, the truck slows to a stop and parks across the road in front of us, blocking our way.

      Hansel tenses next to me as Seb hits the brakes and we skid toward the Cogs.

      My mouth is dry.

      Seb turns the engine off. “Let me do the talking.”

      The lights on the truck stay on, and the doors on both sides open to let three Cogs jump out, their black armor shining in the headlights. Two of them hover by the truck while the other walks toward us, gun raised.

      He peers into the blackened driver’s side window of the ambulance and gestures at Seb to roll it down.

      The blood pounds in my ears.

      Seb hesitates before lowering the window.

      “We’re responding to a distress call from an AI in this vicinity,” the Cog says, “and it looks like you’re fleeing the scene.”

      Seb flashes his ID card at the Cog. “I was there when the AI made the distress call,” he lies. “I need to get to The Telepathe.”

      “What’s the emergency?” The Cog shines the flashlight into Seb’s sweating, bloodied face.

      Tracker…

      The word jumps from the Cog’s mind into mine, and I know that we’re done for.

      He knows, I try to warn Seb telepathically.

      I shrink away as the flashlight moves beyond Seb to search the back of the ambulance where Hansel and I sit, staring at our hands.

      “There was a power cut. I’m taking them to safety,” Seb is saying.

      I glance up to see the Cog gesturing to his two partners to approach.

      Seb continues. “They need to be somewhere secure. I’ve already informed Dr. Aldrich, and he won’t appreciate being woken again.”

      His nerves are getting the better of him. He’s babbling.

      The first Cog moves around to the front of the ambulance and scans the registration plate.

      This should be at Clinic Inc…

      The Cog returns to the window and trains the flashlight on Seb again, forcing him to shield his eyes.

      Another Cog makes an elaborate show of getting his CASS monitor out of his inside pocket. “I think we’ll make the call anyway,” the first Cog says.

      We can't let that happen. Hansel’s voice in my head mirrors my own thoughts.

      If the Cog makes the call to Aldrich, we’ll be back in The Facility within the hour, and while I may be powerless to use my Gift against him, I’m not powerless against a bunch of Cogs.

      In my mind, the CASS monitor Cog is already lit up like the sky on Assembly night, every nerve impulse glowing. I send a jolt of energy to his hand, knocking the CASS monitor onto the road where it cracks, now useless.

      Immediately, the other Cogs raise their guns.

      The first Cog reaches through the open window of the ambulance and unlocks the driver’s side door. “Out,” he barks, dragging a struggling Seb onto the road and punching him square in the face.

      He drops Seb’s limp body and kicks him away before looking back toward Hansel and me.

      “You too,” he shouts. “Out! Get on your knees with your hands behind your heads.”

      The shouting and struggle do nothing to block my connection with the Cogs. Their thick, sludgy thought processes are now strangely familiar.

      Now…

      This time it hurts. My mind feels fragile without fresh doses of Aldrich’s drugs.

      As the blood pours from my nose, I lift all three Cogs a foot in the air and slam them across the road into the concrete wall on the other side.

      I dart over to Seb, who lies in an awkward position at the side of the road. His face is covered in blood, his bottom lip is split, and his right eye is swollen shut.

      “Are they dead?” he mumbles.

      “They deserve it. ” I reach out to touch his face, and he recoils, coughing.

      “I’m fine, just busted up. Are they dead?” he repeats.

      “Just unconscious.”

      "I need to wipe the CASS monitors, or we'll lead them to Hansel's door," Seb says, "And we need to move them before reinforcements show up."

      “But your face –”

      “There’s Heal-Me in the ambulance.”

      I head back to the ambulance to find Hansel cowering on the ground, rocking back and forth.

      “Hansel?” I grab his shoulder. He looks at me with unseeing eyes. He isn't wounded, but he's in some kind of a trance.

      “There’s something wrong with Hansel,” I say, looking back at Seb.

      “Catatonic seizure,” Seb wheezes. “This has happened before. Dr. Aldrich pushes him too hard.”

      “What do we do?” I look back at the Savant. “Will he be okay?”

      Seb pulls himself up into a sitting position. “He needs a high dose of DN8.

      “Where are we going to get that?”

      “It’s usually administered intravenously, but there’s some in pill form in the ambulance if we can get him to swallow enough of it.” Seb coughs. “But it’s our leverage for a car in the Old City.”

      He spits phlegm onto the ground beside him.

      My eyes fall on the black Society truck, remembering my ill-fated trip to the border with Caleb, the smuggler who tried to sell our DN8 to the Cog on duty.

      My eyes narrow.

      I have an idea.

      One thing at a time, Aura.

      I help Seb first, clambering into the ambulance and rifling through the glove compartment for a pot of Heal-Me.

      I return to Seb and dab the Heal-Me onto his face before bolting for the Cog’s truck.

      “Back in a minute,” I say.

      I climb in and empty the glove compartment, gagging on the smell of rotting meat.

      The compartment yields a spare CASS monitor, empty Waffo packets, and bottled water.

      I hang on to the water and continue my search, rooting through an overhead locker containing spare uniforms, boots, and helmets.

      I check the back of the truck.

      From the back, I spot two black cases under the front seats and pull one of them out. I pop the lock and stifle a shriek. Inside is a sleeping Tek about the size of the puppies in my first “test” at The Facility.

      I hold my breath, half-expecting it to wake and attack, but it stays in sleep mode as I carefully close the lid and pull out both Tek cases to take with me.

      Just before I close the door, I notice a long black trench coat hanging over one of the seats. I hear a rattle as I check the pockets and reach in for half a bottle of DN8.

      I put the bottle in my pocket, cradle the water in my shirt, and grab the Tek cases before making my way back to Seb. He’s sitting next to Hansel, who is still staring into space.

      I set the cases down and take out the bottle of DN8. “We can hang on to our leverage,” I say, handing it to Seb with the bottled water.

      He tries to coax Hansel into swallowing the pills.

      “You said you had a Plan B for removing the trackers,” I say once the color has returned to Hansel’s face.

      Seb touches his neck. “I forgot about those.”

      They’ll be coming back on any minute.

      He digs through his pockets and takes out a lighter and a thin pair of pliers. “We need to destroy the magnet first,” he says, handing them to me. “It’s not going to be pretty.”

      I look at him. “I don’t want to burn you.”

      “I’ll forgive you.”

      I hesitate, then hold the lighter up against Seb’s neck with one hand and poke away at the tracker with the pliers in my other hand.

      He grits his teeth and stares at a spot in the distance.

      His skin is blistered and raw by the time the tracker pops out and we can slather the Heal-Me onto his neck.

      We deal with Hansel’s tracker, and then mine, and once we’re done, I push the black cases toward Seb.

      “Do you know how to program these?” I ask.

      “Program what?”

      He lifts one of the lids and looks up at me, eyebrows raised.

      “I thought we could use them to get Aldrich off our trail,” I say.

      “You’re a genius.” He grins at me for what seems like the first time in months.

      Seb’s ID card reveals a control panel on the left flank of the first Tek. He starts typing a geolocation as I push the bloody trackers down into the Teks’ ears.

      “Where are you sending them?” I ask.

      “To the forest on the other side of the border,” he says.

      “When I hit the button, there’ll be a 60-second countdown. After that, they won't stop until their power wears out,” he says.

      “How long?”

      “Four hours at least,” he says, “six if we're lucky. Enough to take them way out of range.” He moves toward the Cogs and collects their CASS monitors, clearing our ambulance data, and disabling the location tracking before pocketing one. “Now we can see them, but they can’t see us.”

      I look at the Cogs. “We need to get them back into their truck and move it out of the way so we can get through.”

      I was never particularly strong in my own body, but I at least had some muscle. Opal’s body is eleven years old and weak as water. A few days of extra rations hasn’t changed that.

      Seb takes the brunt of the Cogs’ weight, and I help him maneuver them back into the vehicle. We’re both pouring sweat once we’re done, and my arms and legs are shaking from the exertion.

      “I'll get Hansel back in the ambulance,” Seb says, gasping for breath. “Do you know how to move a truck?”

      I roll my eyes. How hard can it be?

      Ignoring the smell, I sit on top of the unconscious body of one of the Cogs, my feet barely touching the pedals.

      I turn on the engine and the truck lurches forward. I find the brake just before I put the truck hood-first into a tree.

      Careful, Aura.

      Turning the steering wheel into a full lock, I try again. The truck stutters and then rolls forward, leaving enough space on the road for us to pass.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and jump down from the truck, returning to the ambulance where Seb crouches by the front wheel with the two Teks. He’s already stretched Hansel across the back seat inside the vehicle.

      “Ready?” Seb asks.

      “Ready.”

      He presses a button on the Teks’ control panels, starting the sixty-second countdown.

      We jump into the front of the ambulance and I slam the door shut. Seb sets the CASS monitor on the dashboard and starts the engine, accelerating down the road.

      As we round the bend ahead, I glance into the side mirror to see two pairs of red eyes light up as the Teks bound into the trees and disappear from sight.
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      Once we’re out of immediate danger, the adrenalin coursing through Opal’s veins recedes, and her body starts to process what I’ve done.

      She wasn’t made for this.

      Thanks to Aldrich’s medication, I've not had to deal with the real aftermath of using my Gift – the aching and nausea and the relentless pounding in my head.

      Somehow, in this eleven-year-old kid’s body, it all feels ten times worse.

      I huddle down into my seat, hugging myself, wishing I had a warm coat.

      “There’s a blanket under the seat,” Seb says, glancing at me.

      I find the blanket and wrap it around my shoulders.

      “How long will the Cogs be unconscious?” he asks.

      “Maybe two hours?” I guess. I’ve never been around long enough after knocking them unconscious to find out.

      He yawns. “Man, I’m flagging.”

      “Can you set this to self-drive?” I ask.

      Seb shakes his head. “I should stay awake.”

      We pass a digital sign at the roadside.

      Inner Sanctum – 100KM

      “How are you holding up?”

      “I’ll feel better when we get to the Old City,” I say.

      “This ‘person’ we’re looking for in the Old City,” Seb says, keeping his eyes on the road. “Do you really think he can help you get back to yourself?”

      "Opal and I would need to be in the same place somehow," I mutter, "but yes, he knows how to do – and undo – what Aldrich did."

      Seb glances at me. “You’re sure?” he asks, doubtful. “Who is he? How do you know him?”

      "He's a scientist who used to work with Aldrich," I say. "His name is Edward. I met him by accident when I left The Society with Selena…"

      Seb waits for me to go on, but I don’t know where to start. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Seb.”

      He shrugs. “Spill, Jax. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I pull the blanket tighter around me, trying to think of a place to start. “Do you remember Alex Harper?”

      Outside, a light rain starts to fall, and Seb turns the wipers on. "Sure. What about him?"

      I take a breath and look up at the ceiling. “Alex Harper was a hybrid AI that Edward created,” I say. “He transferred my memory disk into Alex’s body the same way Aldrich swapped my memory disk with Opal’s. That’s how I know he can help me.”

      Silence.

      I look at Seb apologetically. “You did ask.”

      He shakes his head but keeps his eyes on the road. “Alex Harper was… you? Why? I don’t understand.”

      I tell Seb about Edward’s exile. About the deal I made to get him back into the city in exchange for his help saving Dad – and about how he’s been in contact with the SLA to help us succeed.

      I tell him about my training in the bunker, my time undercover in The Telepathe, and my failed mission as Alex.

      “But you know that part,” I say. “You tried to warn me – and I barely made it out of there alive.”

      “And then you tried again,” Seb says. “That’s why you wanted me to get you into the server room on the night Rivers disappeared… Wait, you weren’t responsible for –”

      “Rivers is Edward’s son,” I interrupt him. “And he escaped on his own when the computers crashed at The Telepathe. He’s in the Old City with Edward now.”

      His face tense, Seb presses the accelerator, increasing our speed. Hansel stirs in the back of the ambulance.

      “Your Edward is Edward Law?” Seb asks finally, glancing at me.

      “That’s him.”

      Seb rubs his face with his hand. “I’ve never seen Aldrich as upset as he was the night he sent me after you in the menagerie.

      “He said he had to ‘find Law, and neutralize the threat.’ He had PC6 – sorry, Charlie – doing test after test in The Facility trying to track Edward and Rivers down before…”

      Before Echo killed her.

      “Jimi told me he overheard Aldrich talking about using Charlie’s baby to form a second Triptych,” I say. “She’s an Influencer. Like me.”

      He slows a little on the dark road.

      “And Aldrich told me that he’s working with a ‘higher power,’ whatever that means,” I continue. “I think he wants to use The Triptych to control the wider world.”

      “What ‘wider world?’” Seb asks.

      “I think there are other cities,” I tell him. “Aldrich told me before he switched me with Opal. Fort Saph, Trontan… Everything we were ever taught – we were lied to. We have no idea what The Society really is."

      Seb puts a hand on mine.

      Outside, the rain falls heavier, thrumming on the roof of the ambulance, slicking down the road.

      We pass another digital sign.

      Inner Sanctum – 50KM

      I catch another glimpse of myself in the window. “I’m going to need a change of clothes,” I say, pushing Opal’s matted, sweaty hair behind my ears. “We look like we escaped from an asylum.”

      I guess that’s what we did.

      Seb releases my hand and slides the CASS monitor on the dash toward me.

      “Order what we need. A drone will drop it into the roof box.”

      “Who’s paying?” I ask.

      “Clinic Inc.,” he says. “You'll need to scan my card at the end. It should work until they lock it.”

      I order fresh clothes for all three of us, black hair dye, a pair of scissors, disposable gloves, wet wipes, deodorant, painkillers, water, Dinkies, and a family-sized box of Waffos.

      The ambulance goes over a pothole in the road.

      The vehicle’s lurch makes my head hurt.

      “It’s asking for a code,” I say with a grimace.

      “X-A-1-0-1-A-#-2-0-2,” Seb says.

      I punch it in.

      Order complete.

      Hansel moans in the back.

      “He’s coming around,” Seb says.

      I glance at Hansel over my shoulder. His eyes are still closed. “Will he be alright?”

      "He's weak," Seb says. "He needs time to recover and time away from the two of us."

      A few minutes later, I hear a soft whirring noise above the ambulance. The CASS monitor vibrates, signaling the arrival of our order.

      There’s a light thump above us as the package lands on the roof of the ambulance.

      “Delivery complete,” says the robotic voice in the CASS monitor.

      There’s a grumble from the back seat.

      I turn around. “You’re awake.”

      Hansel is sitting up, bleary-eyed.

      Hi, Opal… Aura.

      His voice is loud in my head.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nods.

      “Are you looking forward to seeing your Mom?”

      Nervous. Scared.

      I reach back and squeeze his hand. “She’ll be glad to see you… and I know you don’t want to come with us, but you should get out of the Inner Sanctum –”

      I’ll think about it, he says.

      “You should, Hansel,” I say. “They’ll be looking for all three of us.”

      The Savant’s face changes.

      Selena, he says suddenly. Who’s Selena?

      I frown. “Selena’s my sister. What do you know?”

      ‘I can’t see her… I only hear her name. His eyelids flicker. Did she betray you?

      “Selena wouldn’t betray me,” I answer him out loud.

      Seb looks at me, frowning. “Hansel’s mind is muddled,” he says, his voice low. “It’s probably just the DN8 talking.”

      “What if it isn’t?” I turn back to Hansel. “What do you mean, Hansel?”

      She will… but it isn’t clear how. Not yet.

      “She’s your kid sister,” Seb says, oblivious to Hansel’s telepathic words. “What would she do to betray you?”

      I nod slowly, but Aldrich’s face looms in my head. Has Selena been talking to Opal like Reece has, thinking she is me?

      A tiny knot of anxiety twists inside of me and won’t go away.
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      The gates of the Inner Sanctum open automatically as the ambulance approaches.

      Hansel sits up and peers out the window.

      “Aura, there's a bag under your seat,” Seb says, reaching to press a button hidden in the ambulance’s ceiling. “We’ll put the supplies in there.”

      With a hiss, a section of the roof lifts away and flips 180 degrees.

      There’s a snatch of crisp night air and a fleeting glimpse of a cloudy sky before the roof snaps shut again, dropping the box containing our order inside the vehicle.

      I feel for the bag, grab it, and unzip it. There’s a laptop inside already, but the other supplies fit in easily around it.

      “Let's get out here,” Seb says, pulling to a stop just inside the gates. He types something into the computer set in the dashboard. “I want to send this back to Clinic Inc. before anyone sees it.”

      “How far is your mom’s place, Hansel?” I ask.

      Not far, he says.

      It’s after curfew, and the thought of wandering around the streets makes me nervous. I don’t think I’ll be able to use my Gift again until I’ve slept.

      “Don’t worry,” Seb says, limping past me and unclipping the roof box from the ceiling. “This is the Inner Sanctum. There are no Cogs here.”

      “What about the drones?” I hand him the bag, and he starts to fill it with the roof box’s contents.

      “We’ll be outside for less than five minutes. We’ll keep our heads down and move quickly,” he says, swinging the bag over his shoulder as he opens the door.

      The three of us hop out onto the heated sidewalk. Seb doubles over and then stands again.

      “You okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. Come on.”

      Behind us, the ambulance starts up and takes itself out of the gates, heading back to The Facility the way we came.

      Follow me, Hansel says.

      He keeps to the shadows, avoiding the amber lights, moving quickly. We stop outside a massive, worn-looking house.

      We walk up the long, tree-lined drive.

      When we get to the front door, Seb leans against the wall to catch his breath.

      Hansel stoops down for the retina scanner, and I grab his arm to stop him. “Wait,” I whisper. “No one can know you’re here.”

      He blinks. I don’t want to wake her. I don’t have a key.

      Over to you, Seb says, handing me the pliers and two needle-thin metal picks.

      “We don’t need a key, Hansel,” I say, studying the lock. “But this might take a minute.”

      The Savant leads us around the back of the house out of sight, and he and Seb watch silently as I pick the lock on the back door.

      Automatic lighting comes on as we step through a utility room and into a reception area. The house smells of damp clothes and lavender.

      An expensive-looking lilac overcoat hangs neatly on a metal stand to our left. Two small brown boots sit by the stairs under a wall decorated from top to bottom with old-fashioned picture frames.

      “Who’s there? I've got a knife!” A woman's quavering voice calls out.

      Hansel’s mum rounds the corner, holding a meat cleaver in one trembling hand.  She wears a black silk robe and drags an oxygen tank behind her with her other hand.

      “Mom.”

      I blink.

      It’s strange to hear Hansel speak out loud.

      The arm holding the meat cleaver drops to the woman’s side. “Hansel?” She sags against the doorframe. “Is that you?”

      He strides over to her, takes the meat cleaver out of her hand, grabs her oxygen tank, and leads her to a sofa in the next room.

      Hansel’s mother doesn’t look old – not much older than my mum, in fact – but her face has a strange pallor, and she has tubes in her nose connecting to the tank. When she breathes, the tubes make a gasping, gurgling sound.

      Hansel sits next to her, and she grasps his hands in hers. Seb and I take the sofa across from them. “They let you out awfully late, didn't they?” She looks from her son to Seb and me. “You’re lucky I hadn’t taken my sleeping pills yet.”

      “It’s good to see you,” Hansel says carefully. “These are my friends.”

      “How lovely,” she beams. “Are you both staying over? There are plenty of spare rooms upstairs.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      She turns back to Hansel and puts a hand on his knee. “I've missed you, son. I’m sorry I haven’t been up to our video calls lately.” She sucks in another labored breath and the oxygen tank gurgles again.

      Hansel stares at his mother as if he’s trying to memorize every line of her face.

      “Is everything alright?” she asks. “You’re not in trouble, are you, son?”

      “I had to see you. Before…”

      “Before what?”

      I feel the urge to leave the room. I catch Seb's eye. He looks as uncomfortable as I am. We shouldn't be here, imposing on this private moment.

      “I just had to see you,” Hansel says.

      “Well, I'm glad they agreed to let you come… I was making a cup of cocoa to take to bed. Would you like one?”

      “No, thank you,” Seb and I mutter in unison.

      “Hansel?”

      The Savant squeezes his eyes shut, and his forehead wrinkles as if he’s trying to process too much information at once.

      His mother frowns. “It’s worse than it looks.” She sucks in more air. “I can’t get out at the moment, but I’m getting a procedure. They’re going to print me a new lung, thanks to your service to The Society.” She smiles proudly at her son. “I’d be a goner without it.”

      I frown at Seb.

      What?

      She leans in closer to him. “I’ll be able to visit you in person again soon.” She rattles her tank. “And I won’t need this thing anymore. And I can bring more treats for you and Jimi.”

      Like dominos falling, the awful truth dawns on me, then Hansel and Seb.

      Hansel saw his mother’s death – but not what caused it.

      She sees the pained looks on all of our faces. “What's going on? Goodness, you're all acting as if someone died.”

      Hansel’s lips quiver and his face reddens.

      “Hansel,” she says, clutching his hands. “What is it, Love?”

      His voice is faint. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I told you – I'm going to be fine.” More gurgling. “They're printing me a new lung. State-of-the-art technology, they said.”

      She doesn't know yet that Hansel escaped. That they’ll punish her for the escape. That she won’t be getting her procedure after what we’ve done.

      Tears begin to fall down Hansel’s face.

      I feel sick.

      Maybe Aldrich was right. There never are any happy endings – once you're mixed up with him.

      Unease flickers across his mom’s face. “They do know you’re visiting me, don’t they Hansel?” More gurgling. “Did they say it was okay for you to come here?”

      He doesn't answer. She turns to Seb and me, pleading. “Dr. Aldrich, he knows you're here, doesn't he?”

      “Mrs. Anders –” Seb starts.

      You!

      Hansel launches himself at me and pushes me back into the sofa. Seb tries to pull him off me.

      I wouldn’t have left if it wasn’t for you!

      “I didn’t know!” I choke out.

      “Hansel! Stop it!” his mom wheezes and knocks over her tank.

      He lets me go and rights the tank before turning to face me again. His voice is just a whisper, but it’s injected with pure rage. “Get out!”

      I flinch.

      “Hansel, think this through,” Seb says. “You could come with us to the Old City. Both of you. There are other doctors –”

      He ignores Seb completely and gets up so close to me that I can practically see the pores in his skin.

      If you don't get out now, I'll turn you in.

      “I think you’d better go,” Hansel’s mom says.

      “OUT!” Hansel screams.

      “Okay, Hansel,” Seb says. “We’re leaving. But please. Think about what I said.”

      Seb grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room toward the back door.

      My head is spinning.

      Outside, I gulp in cool air, reeling from Hansel’s outburst.

      “Don’t blame yourself for that,” Seb says, watching me. He looks like death. I’m sure I don’t look much better.

      “I’ll be fine.” Opal’s shaking, childish voice betrays me.

      Seb touches my shoulder. “You can’t save everyone, Aura.”

      I want to curl up into a ball and cry, but we can’t hang around out on the street feeling sorry for ourselves.

      "It's hours after curfew, and we have no way of getting to the Old City without being seen…" I say, thinking aloud.

      “And my place is being watched.” Seb rubs his face in frustration.

      Think, Aura.

      “Remember the house you went to when you were looking for me when I was Alex Harper?” I ask.

      “What about it?”

      “Is it far from here?”
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      Edward’s place is completely ransacked and still covered in crime scene tape, but it’s deserted, as if no one has been there since they found Alex Harper’s body.

      Seb and I head around the back of the house, where the gate has been forced from its hinges.

      I suppress a shudder, remembering the army of Cogs that descended on the house while I cowered in the hidden basement.

      Motion-sensor security lights come up in the garden, forcing us to hang back until they go off again. The big fountain lies on its side in the overgrown grass, and one of Edward's ornamental trees has been burned to a stump.

      The back door stands open – there are no locks to pick or retina scanners to fool here.

      We drop to our bellies to avoid the motion sensors and slip inside, crawling carefully over broken glass on the patio.

      The faint smell of rotting meat is still present in the house.

      Seb hands me the flashlight and follows me inside. We settle in the first room we come to, in case we need a quick getaway. There are muddy footprints on the cream carpet in the den, and a flat-screen TV hangs precariously off the wall.

      Seb rights an upturned coffee table and sets the CASS monitor on top of it to alert us to any Cogs venturing our way.

      “How do we get out of here in the morning without the ambulance?” I ask, closing the curtains.

      Seb sits cross-legged on the floor and fires up the laptop. “Shuttle, I think,” he says. “More data for The Telepathe to process than a cab for two people.”

      He taps away at the keyboard.

      “Do you have any idea where Edward might be?” he asks.

      “Four days ago, he was holed up in a bot-farm in the Old City,” I say, peering over his shoulder. “I don’t know where else he might have gone from there. I have his old Chatdust handle, but he deleted the account after Aldrich and I contacted him. Do you think there might be a trace?"

      “Worth a try.” Seb hands the laptop to me.

      I type Edward’s handle in and hand the computer back to Seb, grabbing the backpack from the floor and turning out the rest of the contents onto the sofa. I locate the scissors and hair dye and toss Seb a packet of Waffos.

      “You’re the greatest,” he says, tearing open the packet.

      “I know.”

      I grab a handful for myself and leave him searching for Edward while I go upstairs to the bathroom. As I undress, the USB in my pocket falls out and skitters across the floor.

      I stare at it for a second, then retrieve it and place it on the shelf below the mirror.

      I take the scissors to my hair, letting Opal's blonde locks pile up in the basin, reminding me of Mum's memory of Robert hacking off her hair. My stomach turns.

      I style Opal's hair into a scruffy, boyish crop, figuring Opal won’t mind if this disguise saves us both, and then I open up the hair dye. Putting on the gloves, I pour it out and massage it into my hair.

      Once I’ve washed off the dye, I towel-dry the brunette locks and get dressed. Then I pick up the USB stick and go back downstairs.

      “That's different,” Seb says, glancing up at me.

      “That’s the idea.”

      I hand him the USB stick.

      “What’s this?” he asks.

      “I found it in Aldrich’s lab. I think it might be medical notes.”

      “I’ll take a look.”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa. “Let’s find Edward first.”

      Edward’s old Chatdust handle returns no results, and after over an hour of searching and cross-referencing and trying to get answers from contacts who have none, I’m pacing the room and Seb has his head in his hands.

      “There’s nothing at all?” I ask.

      “Only some online activity in an Old City warehouse a few days ago, and a tip about a delivery to the same location. That’s it,” Seb says.

      “Could be them,” I say.

      “Could be anyone,” he says.

      “Do we know what the delivery was?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m still trying to find out.”

      “Did the place used to be a bot farm?”

      “No idea,” he says. “They’ve managed to completely disappear.”

      Think, Aura.

      “You said that Aldrich had Charlie trying to find Edward,” I say. “How close did she get?”

      Seb sighs. “I don’t know. I wasn’t there. I can try to access her test results and see if there’s anything there.”

      Seb uses a back door hack to get into The Facility software and trawl through old files containing dozens of locations rendered from Charlie’s tests.

      I wrap myself with a duvet and sit on the sofa behind Seb.

      “So I know you’re an expert on Savants, but do you know anything about Seers?” I ask, trying to stay awake. “I’d never even heard of them before I met Charlie.”

      “Seers are like Prophets, but their Gifts are inverted,” Seb says as he types. “Where Prophets see the future through their own eyes, Seers see the present through others’ eyes.”

      “Aldrich told me he wanted to try to form a Triptych with Charlie,” I say. “Is that even possible?”

      Seb scratches his cheek. “According to the research Aldrich showed me, the full Triptych energy would be dormant without a Savant,” he says. “The Influencer could draw on the others, but they would be acting alone instead of working together with the other Gifts.”

      He looks back at me. “Aldrich knew Hansel wasn’t strong.”

      I remember the Savant slumped in the test booth, his eyes squeezed shut.

      “Once Aldrich discovered that a small section of Charlie’s thought imprint was similar to a Savant, he became obsessed with the idea that he could substitute other Gifts to make up The Triptych. He even had me examine Charlie a few times because of the Savant connection.”

      He turns back to the laptop.

      I rest my chin on my hands, wondering for the first time what Seb’s life had really been like since he left school to work for The Society.

      “So… because of the Savant similarity… if Charlie came up with the same Old City location we’re coming up with, that could be the place we’re looking for?” I ask.

      “It could.”

      Another hour passes.

      “That’s weird,” Seb mutters, squinting at the screen.

      I rub my eyes and raise my head from its position on my knees. "What?" I stand, and the duvet falls to the floor.

      "This warehouse," he says, pointing at an image of some building schematics on the screen. "It doesn't exist. I can't find it anywhere."

      “This is from Charlie’s tests?”

      He nods.

      “Could she have imagined the place?” I ask.

      He shakes his head and zooms in. “There’s too much detail for that.”

      He flips back through the open windows on his laptop. “Aura, look at the coordinates she gave –

      it’s practically next door to the warehouse where that delivery was made.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Look at the map.” He switches to a satellite view of the Old City warehouse district and zooms in again. “This is the delivery warehouse,” he says, pointing at the screen. “And this –” He points to an area of empty space. “– is where Charlie’s warehouse should be.”

      “You think she just got the wrong coordinates? Or do you think that’s the bot-farm?” I ask, hope rising.

      He doesn’t answer right away, still focused on the screen. “It could be,” he says eventually.

      I sigh, frustrated. “It’s not like we’ve got anything else.”

      Seb sets the laptop on the coffee table and stands. “We should get some sleep.”

      He stretches his arms above his head, showing off the kind of toned midriff people only get from free access to a Golden Belt gym.

      “I’ll take the floor,” he says.

      A notification appears in the top right of the laptop screen.

      I reach across and click on it, distracting myself from staring at Seb.

      “It’s a message about the warehouse delivery,” I say. “Somebody knows what it was.”

      “What does it say?” Seb asks, crouching down.

      “What’s Aloxapan?”

      He grabs the laptop from me. “Holy –”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s them,” he says. “It has to be.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Aloxapan is what we give Savants in the withdrawal process,” he says. “Their minds connect over time so when one passes away – or escapes –” He looks at me. “It can be difficult for any of them to function.”

      I smile. “We found them.”

      Seb closes the laptop. “We found them.”

      Now we can sleep.

      Seb stifles a yawn as he sits on the sofa beside me to remove his boots.

      I pass him a blanket. “Thanks.”

      “What for?”

      “For coming with me. For getting me out.”

      He looks at me. “Anytime.”

      His lips are so close to mine that I can feel the heat of his breath on my face.

      I have an overwhelming urge to kiss him, to ask him to hold me, to forget all about stupid reality.

      He closes his eyes.

      “I wish you were you,” he says, turning away from me.

      My fluttering heart sinks.

      “I am me,” I say without conviction.

      “Don’t, Aura.”

      The fact is that no matter how much we want each other, I’m trapped in a little kid’s body.

      Still, his words feel like a slap in the face.

      He stands, grabs one of the pillows, and tries to get comfortable on the floor.

      I curl into the duvet, feeling like an idiot.

      There’s an awkward silence while I swallow down my embarrassment and he pretends to sleep. After a while, he changes position and sighs in frustration.

      “It must be terrible sleeping without a breathable mattress perfectly aligned to your body shape,” I whisper.

      A soft laugh comes from the floor. "Okay, I believe that you're Aura, despite the school-kid exterior," he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. "Give the wind-ups a rest."

      I lie back on the sofa and close my eyes, but I can’t sleep. Even though I’m physically and mentally exhausted, I’m too wired to relax.

      When sleep doesn’t come, I get up, trying not to trip over Seb’s feet, and peer out of a crack in the curtains.

      All is calm under the amber lights outside.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me you were an Influencer?” he asks softly.

      I turn, searching for his face in the darkness. “I didn't know I was an Influencer until I met Edward.”

      “You knew you were different, though, right?” he asks.

      I move away from the window and sit at the edge of the sofa. “I thought it was normal to hear other people's thoughts like they were whispering in my ear.”

      He sits up on his elbows and looks at me.

      “You’re safe,” I say, smiling. “I don’t listen to my friends. It’s a rule I have.”

      Rain starts to fall, pattering against the window.

      “You know, no one else knows about my Gift,” Seb says. “Not even my parents.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask. “What about your 11+?”

      He lets out a soft laugh. “My subconscious knew better than to let it out, I guess,” he says. “I just had to make The Society think I was a normal Elite kid. With the foresight, it was easy.”

      “My mum covered everything up after my 11+,” I say. “Edward helped her. My family always knew I was different, but Mum and Dad never told me I was Gifted. I figured it was just part of who I was.”

      "Yeah," Seb says, "I thought that about the visions I’ve always had, but I haven't really felt anything since I connected with you and Hansel. I thought I hated the visions, but now that they're gone, I'm not… me.”

      “They’ll come back,” I say. “My head was full of static for a while after I first used my Gift.”

      Until I met Edward.

      I lie back on the sofa and stare at the ceiling. “I see Opal’s memories sometimes, you know,” I say, as an image of Leo’s face floats into my head. “Like they’re my own memories.”

      “I can’t believe Aldrich did this to you,” Seb says under his breath.

      I roll onto my side and close my eyes. “Let’s make him regret it.”
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      When I wake, Seb is already at the computer.

      During the few hours I slept, I dreamed about Leo and my dad together. They were drowning, and I was trying to save them, but I couldn't reach them, no matter how far I swam.

      “What time is it?” I mumble, pulling myself up. “Have you slept?”

      He ignores my question.

      “I started looking through Aldrich’s USB. There’s something you should know.”

      I get up from the sofa and go over to him. “What is it?”

      “Remember what you told me last night about Opal’s memories in your head?” he asks.

      I nod.

      "The research Aldrich compiled on this drive warns that memories left in the host can conflict with the new memory disk and lead to schizophrenia and multiple personality disorders," he says, turning to look at me.

      “Aura, he’s risked your whole identity, your Gift, and your actual life with this swap. We need to get you back to your body – soon.”

      I’m fully awake now. “What do you mean by ‘soon’?”

      "It looks like medication can delay the process to a degree, but without it… Some reports say seven days; others say ten – nothing is very clear because experimentation has been so limited."

      I guess Aldrich wasn’t merely testing medication to regulate my Gift.

      My eyes sting with tiredness. “I’ve only been Opal for five days,” I say. "The Assembly is tomorrow. If we can get to Edward, and if everything goes the way we hope, I'll be back to normal, and we won’t have to worry.”

      Seb looks worried anyway.

      He removes the USB and hands it to me, snapping the laptop shut.

      “I arranged to trade our DN8 for a car near the last shuttle stop in the Old City,” he says, standing. “I can drive us the rest of the way.”

      I head to the bathroom and get a glimpse of Opal’s puffy eyes and deathly pale skin.

      I’m not a doctor, but I’m not sure how much more this body can take.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Inner Sanctum is busy in the early morning murk, with electric cabs whirring by and drones making deliveries overhead. It’s a typically-cold October day, so we’re able to hide under our hoods without looking suspicious.

      The edges of the sidewalks glow red as the heated strips dissolve the ground frost.

      We walk quickly through the sprawling estate and exit the gates in the wake of an electric cab. We reach the stop with less than a minute to board an early shuttle already preparing to depart.

      “Hurry,” Seb says urgently.

      We pick up our pace and climb aboard just as the doors start to close.

      I exhale as we sink into seats in front of two older female Workers at the back of the shuttle, leaving a handful of well-dressed Elites to fill the front.

      Everyone is too busy looking at their phones to notice us.

      As the shuttle plunges below street level and accelerates, Seb hides the CASS monitor in his lap with the geo-locator on so we can keep a lookout for Cogs.

      We should reach the Old City in an hour.

      The darkened window screens shift and pixelate as usual to show the scenery above, interspersed with ad material and Society news items.

      Seb Goodman. Medic.

      The screens suddenly light up with Seb’s Telepathe photo, followed by a flurry of scattered thoughts that rival the uproar at the press conference after Eleanor confronted Robert.

      Slowly I sit up in my seat, casually studying the other passengers.

      Nobody is looking at us, but…

      Seb Goodman.

      Traitor.

      Looking for Seb Goodman.

      “Check the news feed,” I whisper with a growing sense of foreboding.

      Frowning, he taps at the CASS monitor. His face pops up on the alert screen.

      We’re barely out of The Golden Belt.

      This is going to complicate things.

      My heart starts racing.

      He puts his head down, pretending he’s focused fully on his phone. “I’m sorry, Aura,” he whispers. “I think we should split up. You’d be safer without me now.”

      “No. We stick together,” I whisper, sounding more confident than I feel.

      I study Seb, trying to gauge the danger.

      He doesn’t look much like the clean-cut doctor in the picture on the screens. He hasn’t shaved this morning, his face is bruised, and he’s not wearing his medical whites.

      “If I hand myself in, I could take some heat off you,” he says then, his voice quiet.

      Is he crazy?

      “Aldrich will execute you this time. You know he will.”

      He closes his eyes.

      I keep my voice low. “Besides, they’re compromised, remember? They don’t have Rivers. They don’t have Hansel. And your tracker is deep in the forest by now.”

      Seb doesn’t answer, but I can feel him tense beside me. He shuts off the news feed.

      I will the shuttle to move faster. Once we’re in the Old City, we have a better shot at getting past security.

      The shuttle stops at Central Square to let a few people off, and I breathe a sigh of relief when no one else gets on.

      As we rumble out of The Golden Belt toward The Neighborhood, however, the geo-locator on the CASS monitor lights up. A solitary dot moves slowly in the direction of the shuttle at the far right of the map. The shuttle and the dot are on a collision course for each other.

      “He’s getting on,” Seb says.

      The rotten meat smell drifts down the shuttle as the Cog boards. He stands at the front, eyes roving the seats.

      Has someone tipped him off that Seb is here?

      Even though we know our thoughts won’t set off his CASS monitor, Seb and I sit in terrified silence all the way to The Neighborhood when the Cog turns to leave.

      As the doors hiss open to let him exit, the two Elite women in front of us get up to leave too.

      On their way to the door, one of the women stumbles in the aisle, dropping her bag of food and sending cans rolling out onto the floor.

      One of the cans comes to rest underneath our seat. She glances at me as she bends down to pick them up.

      “Could you get that can of soup?” she asks me. “It’s just under your feet?”

      I bend down, and then I hear her in my head.

      That’s him. It’s Seb Goodman!

      She stares at Seb as I hand her the tin.

      Dropping the soup into her bag, she reaches into her coat for her phone without saying anything.

      Her friend looks at her, then sees her staring at Seb and me.

      Realization washes across her face too.

      Aura.

      I hear Seb in my head.

      I need to stop this – fast.

      I close my eyes, allowing time to slow around me, and I focus on the first woman. I connect with her mind and then move on to all of the other passengers on the shuttle, collecting them up in my head like tokens.

      I brace myself.

      Somnum.

      My head burns as the command sweeps through the shuttle, sending the passengers to sleep in their seats. The woman with the runaway soup slumps down over her bag, dropping the cans again, and her friend crumples beside her.

      The shuttle keeps moving.

      Seb looks at me in relief.

      There’s a bead of sweat running from his brow.

      “That was too close,” he says, wiping blood from my nose.

      I pull away and bend down to vomit. “You’ll have to move them,” I say, wiping my mouth. “I need a minute.”

      Seb pulls the women back into their seats and replaces the food in the shopping bag.

      My head pounds as the shuttle leaves The Neighborhood, accelerating through the burning Artificial Gardens.

      The usually colorful blur in the window-screens has been replaced by a black-and-gray wash of pixels; the acrid smoke billowing across the sky like a toxic banner, perfectly reflecting my mood.

      I shift in my seat, ready to move as the windows clear and the shuttle resurfaces in the Old City.

      A crowd of early-bird Elites (or are they late-night partiers?) surrounds the shuttle stop ahead, awaiting a ride back to the Golden Belt.

      “Let’s get off here,” I say. “We should be gone before they realize everyone on this shuttle is comatose.”

      Seb nods, rechecking the CASS monitor, just in case.

      “The car is ten minutes’ walk from here.”
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      “There it is,” Seb says under his breath as he spots the old beat-up sedan we traded our DN8 to get.

      The car, abandoned at the side of a garbage dump, is being guarded by two kids on a scooter. They eye us warily from beneath their black hoodies.

      “Got the goods?” one of them says as we approach. He can’t be older than ten.

      Seb hands over the bottle of DN8, and the second kid drops a set of keys in his upturned hand.

      The kids pocket the DN8, spin the scooter into an enthusiastic wheelie, and roar away.

      We climb into the sedan, which smells of stale cigarettes and soiled carpet, and Seb sets the coordinates from Charlie’s tests into our CASS monitor.

      In less than an hour, we arrive at the location that she pinpointed.

      On first look, Edward’s bot-farm is just a big windowless, doorless cube – an ugly slab of concrete with no distinguishing features and no sign of life around it.

      “Let’s hope Edward is still here,” I say, getting out of the car.

      We head toward the building, looking for a way in.

      The air is deathly quiet.

      “If he is here, what do we tell him?” Seb asks as we walk around the perimeter. “You aren’t exactly the Aura they know.”

      "Say you're a friend of mine, and you rescued Opal along the way," I say.

      I plan to say as little as possible, at least until I can talk to Edward.

      At the back of the building, we find a rusting metal door and bang on it with our fists, listening for signs of life.

      No one comes to let us in.

      My heart sinks.

      If there were anyone inside, surely we'd know about it by now.

      Seb crouches down to raise the door, but it won’t budge.

      A few minutes and a broken padlock later, we're inside.

      We walk into the dark building, our footsteps echoing on the concrete floor.

      All the rooms are the same: big, cold, windowless – and empty.

      Even in the shadows, I notice panels on the back wall studded with tiny, colorful handsets.

      “I don’t think they’re here,” Seb says.

      “Maybe they’ve just moved on,” I say, walking toward the long-dead phones once used to spread endless propaganda articles, clickbait, and hate-filled comments from countless fake profiles. This was a bot-farm.

      They must have been here.

      Where are they now?

      “We could go back into the Old City,” Seb says, leaning against the wall, rubbing his forehead. “Find somewhere to hide out and do some more digging?”

      “There’s no time for more digging,” I mutter in

      frustration.

      I need my body back.

      And I need to make sure my dad survives the next 48 hours.

      Where are you, Edward?

      I’m out of ideas.

      We’re almost back at the car when I notice a piece of debris simply hovering in the air about 100 yards from the empty building – right in the empty space on the satellite map Charlie had identified.

      “Where are you going?” Seb asks as I suddenly change direction.

      I touch the suspended brick and find that it’s not suspended at all. It’s solid. So is the invisible space next to it.

      I pick up a piece of rubble from the ground and scrape at the “air” in front of me. More brick appears.

      CamoFilm.

      Of course.

      I hear Seb start the car as I bang my palms against the wall of an invisible building.

      “Hey! We know you’re in there! Open up!” I shout.

      Silence.

      Seb leaves the car running and joins me. "What are you doing?” he asks.

      He probably thinks I’ve completely lost it.

      “It’s another building – and it’s covered in CamoFilm,” I tell him, pulling his hand toward the invisible wall.

      For a second, he looks at me in disbelief, but then he joins my ruckus.

      “Hey!” Seb shouts. “Open up! We’re not leaving!”

      “State your business.”

      A virtually-altered male voice crackles through an intercom on the other side of the building. I look at Seb in triumph.

      “I’m a friend of Aura Jax,” Seb shouts, jogging toward the sound. “I need to see Edward Law.”

      A door opens out of a pixel cloud in the invisible wall.

      James and two other men with guns block our path.

      We put our hands up.
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      “Who are you?” James asks. “What do you want?”

      “We’re on the run,” Seb says carefully. “From Calvin Aldrich. Aura told us to find Edward.”

      James lowers his weapon. “What’s in the bag?”

      “A laptop,” Seb says. “Some tools. A few supplies.”

      He slowly pulls his ID card from his pocket and hands it to James. “I didn’t know what else to try. My face is all over the news.”

      James glances at the card and motions with his gun. “Lucas, get them inside and search them,” he says. “Adam, sweep the car and get it out of sight.”

      We step into a narrow corridor, keeping our hands up while Lucas – a 30-something with cropped dark hair and severe B.O. – confiscates our things and searches us for weapons.

      I look at Seb. The laptop –

      They won’t find anything, he says.

      “They have a CASS monitor,” Lucas says, handing it to James. “Otherwise, they’re clean.”

      “I disabled the location tracking,” Seb explains, as James inspects the device. “It’s completely off-grid.”

      “Take their gear to Clark, and patch up the CamoFilm,” James tells Lucas. He pockets the CASS monitor. “I’ll take them from here.”

      James ushers us into a storage room filled with boxes and old junk and flips on the lights. “You’ll get your things back once they’ve been checked,” he says, closing the door behind him. “I’d rather not take any chances.”

      “We understand,” Seb says.

      “How did you find us?” James’s tone is friendly, if guarded.

      “Aura told me that Edward was in the warehouse district somewhere,” Seb says. “And I followed a lead from someone who’d delivered some Aloxapan nearby.”

      James frowns.

      “I’m – I was – a medic in The Telepathe,” Seb explains. “I know Rivers needs Aloxapan, and since he’s Edward Law’s son, I thought they might be together here.”

      James doesn’t say anything.

      “But we almost missed this place.” Seb sounds nervous now. “Until we saw the busted CamoFilm.”

      “How do you know Aura?” James asks coolly.

      “I helped her get across the border last month,” Seb says. “We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

      There’s a loud knock on the door, and James opens it. “Meeting at 10:30,” says the person on the other side.

      James says something in a low voice and closes the door, studying Seb. “Did you tell anybody else you were coming here?”

      "Nobody," Seb says. "Except Opal here. She didn't have anywhere else to go." His voice is steady as he looks down at me.

      James holsters his gun. “Okay.” He pulls out a phone and dials, walking away from us.

      Seb and I look at each other.

      "Says he knows Aura…" James is saying to the person on the other end of the phone. "He's looking for Edward…"

      I can't hear what the other person is saying, so I focus on James, listening to his thoughts.

      “He’s going to lock us in here,” I warn Seb under my breath.

      I can’t let him do that.

      Thanks to Lucas we have nothing to break out of here with.

      There’s a twinge inside my head when I connect with James’s thought imprint. My mind needs rest, but I have to get to Edward.

      They’re just kids.

      They’re not a threat.

      They know Aura.

      I scatter the suggestions among James's thoughts so that imprisoning us is the last thing on his mind by the time he ends his call.

      He pockets the phone, looking a little disoriented, then holds out a hand for Seb to shake. “I’m James.”

      “Seb Goodman,” Seb says. “And this is Opal.”

      I give James a short nod.

      “Follow me,” he says, leading us out of the storage room, through the narrow corridor, and down two flights of stairs.

      “That CamoFilm cover must have taken some time,” Seb says.

      “It was there when Neeve found this place,” James says. “We just patched it up.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, we follow James through a set of doors into a large hall full of wall-to-wall technology. There are enough computers, 3D hover screens, and panels covered with smartphones to rival the IT department at The Telepathe.

      A handful of people are scattered around the hall in small clusters, talking quietly.

      “How many people are here?” Seb asks.

      “Twenty or so,” James says. “All ready to see Robert Wolfe and The Society fall.”

      I scan the space, but I don’t see Edward or Neeve anywhere.

      I don’t see Selena either.

      Hansel’s warning about her potential betrayal resurfaces, but I push it out of my head. I don’t know why – or how – my sister would betray me after all we’ve been through.

      “I need to talk to Edward Law,” Seb says with a bit more confidence this time. “Aura’s in trouble.”

      James hesitates long enough for me to drop another suggestion into his mind – Edward will want to see them – then nods. “I’ll let him know.”

      We watch James disappear across the hall.

      “You’re going to have to cool it with your Gift,” Seb whispers. “We don’t have Aldrich’s drugs now.”

      “Do you have a better idea for keeping us out of trouble?” I ask.

      “Come on,” he says. “I see food. We should eat.”

      He ushers me toward the corner of the hall, where a broken vending machine has been stocked with snacks and drinks.

      Seb reaches through the hanging door and hands me a slightly smashed, shrink-wrapped sandwich and a bottle of water.

      My eyes land on a skinny girl with long auburn hair sitting in front of a 3D screen, playing some kind of game.

      My heart thumps.

      Selena is here, I say telepathically.

      Where? Seb asks.

      Over there.

      Seb looks in her direction. I see her.

      I start toward her and he grabs my elbow. “What are you doing?” he hisses.

      I glare at him. “I need to know if she’s okay.”

      “Reece!” a familiar voice shouts. I turn to see Neeve standing in front of a pair of double doors across the hall. She’s dressed in her customary black and has a rifle slung over her shoulder.

      I shrink back toward the vending machine and follow her gaze. Reece is making his way to Selena’s table.

      “Come on,” he says, tapping Selena on the arm. “It won’t be long until we see your sister.”

      I frown and look at Seb.

      He swallows a mouthful of water. “Did he just say –”

      I nod, grim. “We need to figure out how to warn them that the girl in my body isn’t me.”
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      We follow Reece and Selena across the hall into a corridor covered in thick black mold.

      “Eww,” I say, trying to hold my breath.

      Boxes of tinned and shrink-wrapped food are lined up along the wall, waiting to be unpacked and stored away.

      We pass some sleeping quarters – a handful of bare storage rooms filled with bunks – and I notice Brown, another of the camp members, talking inside with his pregnant wife, Imogen, and Lucas, the B.O. guy.

      Up ahead, I see Selena slip into a room off to the right.

      “In there,” I say.

      Seb and I follow her unnoticed into a darkened room and stand at the back behind more bot panels studded with busted mobile phones.

      Neeve stands with James next to a blank holographic screen at the front of the room. Edward sits off to one side, staring at the floor.

      Selena, Mags, Reece, Clark, and Helen talk quietly in front of the screen.

      “Which one is Edward?” Seb asks.

      “Glasses,” I say. “Tweed blazer.”

      “– on the run from Calvin Aldrich,” James is saying to Neeve. He hands her our CASS monitor and turns to Edward. “They want to talk to you, Edward.”

      Edward looks up when he hears his name.

      “I’ll see them once we’re finished with the SLA,” Neeve says, clipping the CASS monitor to her belt.

      Edward’s gaze lowers again. He seems to be shaking in his seat.

      What’s the matter with him?

      His medication, I realize, a jolt of alarm running through me. Aldrich gave him sugar pills.

      A woman appears on the screen. She wears a khaki blouse and a black leather jacket, and sits behind a metal desk in some kind of control room. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head.

      I see people in military attire studying charts and graphs behind her.

      “Morning, Commander Reyes,” Neeve says.

      “Neeve. Everybody.” The commander leans forward and glances around the room. “As of this morning, President Kinskey has approved the memory disk play. She’s convinced that the recording is real and that it may motivate citizens of The Society to rise up against Wolfe.”

      I look at Seb.

      Who on earth is President Kinskey?

      He shrugs. He’s as lost as I am.

      “Our operative has confirmed a broadcast across Society networks tomorrow evening,” the commander continues. “Once Graham Jax is safe.”

      Neeve and Reece beam at each other, and my heart swells.

      Once Graham Jax is safe…

      No if’s, no excuses, no doubts.

      A man in his late forties with cropped blond hair wearing full combat attire sits down next to the commander. He hands something to her and after a moment she raises an eyebrow.

      “This is my second-in-command, Davis,” she says. “He has some questions for you.”

      “You requested assistance to extract Aura and Alice Jax at the food bank,” Davis says.

      I tense.

      “We already have an extraction plan in place for The Assembly –”

      “Dr. Aldrich has heard that Aura and her mother are to be kept away from The Assembly because of the protests,” Neeve says, adjusting the rifle on her shoulder. "Aura is worried that once her father has been rescued, Robert will imprison her and Alice in retaliation, and they won't get out at all. Aldrich says he’ll cover an early escape for them in exchange for access to Alice’s memory disk.”

      “Which we already have,” Davis says.

      “We have a fake disk to give to Aldrich,” Neeve says. “The intel we sent over –”

      “Aldrich’s intel checked out,” Commander Reyes says, holding up a device that Davis hands to her. “Aura does have a Clinic Inc. appointment right after the food bank appearance, Alice is being taken back to the mansion, and Robert is going to meetings at The Telepathe and then on to The Assembly.”

      She leans back in her seat. “If the doctor keeps his word, Robert won’t know that either of them are gone until it’s too late to do anything about it.” She pauses. “But that’s a big ‘if’ when we’re dealing with somebody like Calvin Aldrich.”

      Good. They don’t trust him.

      “Aura wouldn’t let us walk into a trap,” Reece says.

      No, Reece.

      “They have her mother,” Neeve reminds him. “And Teks have been spotted in the forest again – who do you think sent those?”

      Seb and I share another glance. I wonder if they encountered the Teks we set loose with the trackers, or if new ones have been sent to find us?

      “You requested a vehicle and a driver,” Davis says. “What are you proposing?”

      Neeve turns back to the screen.

      “We get Aura and Alice into the CSO truck as Aldrich expects, and then we meet the SLA and switch to another vehicle somewhere between The Neighborhood and the Artificial Gardens. From there, we can get them to safety and make sure Calvin can’t come after them.”

      “And if Aldrich has an army of Cogs waiting for us at the Food Bank or the CSO station?” James asks.

      “There isn’t an official search warrant for your group, so that is unlikely,” the commander says. “It seems Aldrich wants to find you without official Society resources.”

      He wants The Triptych and the memory disk for himself, I say to Seb telepathically.

      Edward stays silent.

      He seems to have shrunk back into the shadows.

      “Can we spare anybody for this?” Davis asks Commander Reyes.

      “Possibly.” She purses her lips. “But how are you getting a CSO truck for the first part of the extraction?”

      “There’s a CSO station half a mile away from the new Food Bank,” Reece says. “The gates are automatic. As soon as they’re open for the trucks leaving the station, we drive in with a CamoFilm car. Once we’re in the lot, we’ll take one of their trucks.”

      “Aldrich will plant a USB override under the dumpster in the parking lot,” Neeve says. “We’ll be able to override the truck’s AI system and drive it out of there.”

      Commander Reyes sighs and looks at Davis.

      They don’t say anything.

      “If we don’t go ahead with the plan, Aldrich will know something is up,” Neeve says. “And he will retaliate.”

      “And if he’s playing you? Your plan only works until he realizes you’ve double-crossed him,” the commander says.

      The screen flickers.

      Neeve lowers her head and pinches the bridge of her nose.

      Very faintly, from the floor above us, I hear the sound of someone screaming.

      Rivers, Seb says.

      I wince, knowing I’m the reason for his discomfort.

      “Would President Kinskey offer Aldrich asylum in Fort Saph in exchange for his cooperation?” Davis asks her.

      Seb gives me a surprised glance at the mention of Fort Saph.

      “No – but you’ve just given me an idea,” the commander says.

      She looks back into the camera. “We’ll extract Aldrich along with Alice and Aura. That way, we stay in control.”

      A door opens behind us, and Brown pushes past Seb and me to join the group in front of the screen.

      The commander nods slowly, her voice crackling over the destabilizing connection. “You are to keep in contact with my team the whole time. We’ll have InvisiDrones in the area, but if anything goes wrong on the ground, if anything seems suspect, we all abort and go back to our original plan – extracting Aura and Alice from The Assembly once Graham is safe.”

      “Which means they suffer longer at the hands of Robert Wolfe,” Reece mutters.

      “Fine,” says Neeve, talking over him.

      The screen disappears for a second and then flickers back to life.

      “…an SLA base in The Neighborhood,” the commander says. “You can set up there before the cavalcade arrives. Davis will send the address.”

      “What about everyone else?” Brown asks, folding his arms. “How are we getting out of here?”

      The woman looks at Brown. “Neeve has the coordinates for the rendezvous point at The Creek,” she says.

      The audio and visuals are now several seconds out of sync.

      “If you’re there at 7:00 p.m. tomorrow, our team will get you to Fort Saph safely.”

      “There are more of our people in a camp in the forest,” James says. “We can’t leave them behind.”

      “It sounds like their plan is solid,” Seb whispers to me as James and the commander discuss the logistics of getting the rest of the camp to safety.

      “I still need to warn them,” I say, uneasy. “If their plan works, Mum and Opal will be safe – and Opal and I can get back to ourselves – but they’re going into this blind. You know Aldrich. He has them walking into a trap, not a rescue.”

      The holographic screen disappears as Commander Reyes and Davis sign off.

      I look for Edward. He seems to have recovered somewhat and is talking with Neeve and James.

      My stomach churns as I listen to them discuss their plan.

      Maybe I could go with them. After twenty-four hours without any drugs from Aldrich, I could hear what he’s thinking and make sure everything goes to plan – I could even use my Gift if I have to.

      “I’m coming with you,” Selena says loudly, and I look up sharply.

      What did she say?

      “Pet –” Mags tries to reason with her.

      “I want to be there when we get Mum and Aura,” she says, cutting Mags off.

      Mags tries again. “Selena! It’s too dangerous –”

      “I’m going!” Selena insists.

      “No!” The cry is out of my mouth before I can stop it.

      The room quiets. Seb tenses next to me as everybody else in the room turns to look in our direction.

      Uh-oh.

      James strides across the room and yanks us out of our hiding place.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” James says, “I locked...” he trails off.

      I locked them in, didn’t I? Or did I?

      “Seb?” Selena asks.

      He raises his hand in an embarrassed wave. “Hi, Selena.”

      “Hi,” she says, then looks at me like I’m crazy. “Why do you care if I go or not?”

      “I just – it… She’s right, it’s dangerous,” I stutter, closing my eyes for a second. “You should stay here.”

      Selena frowns at me.

      “They’re Gifted,” Neeve says quietly.

      Everyone freezes, as if a gunshot has gone off in the middle of the room.

      Edward’s mouth hangs agape.

      James drops my arm as if I’m on fire.

      Brown looks as if he’s just heard a bad joke.

      The rest stare at us with a mixture of shock and suspicion.

      The room is silent, except for the screaming growing louder above us.

      “This meeting is over,” Neeve says firmly. “Reece, James, we leave at 5:00 a.m. tomorrow.”

      She turns to Edward and whispers, “Go to Rivers, Father.”

      Edward ignores her.

      “You’re Gifted?” He moves cautiously toward me and Seb as Neeve clears the room. His hand shakes as he reaches up to adjust his glasses.

      Well, this wasn’t how I planned my reunion with Edward.

      "Seb is a Prophet, and I'm an Influencer," I say. "And we need to talk."
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      Rivers screams again upstairs.

      Seb steps forward. “There were some Neurodex capsules in my bag,” he says. “They’ll help Rivers. He’s reacting badly because he’s too close to an Influencer.”

      Neeve eyes him with suspicion. “How would you know that?”

      "I was a medic in The Telepathe," Seb says. "I was assigned to work with the Savants."

      "How do you know about Prophets and Influencers?" Edward asks me, ignoring the exchange between Seb and Neeve. "Where did you hear those words?" He's speaking to me as if he's talking to a young child.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m Aura,” I say, fully aware that I sound like a kid playing pretend.

      Edward crouches down so that he’s at eye level with me. "Well, my name is Edward," he says. "Both my son and my daughter Neeve here, are Gifted. I can help you –"

      “You told me yourself that Influencers are less than one in a billion,” I say, cutting him off. “Don’t you think it’s strange that another one would turn up less than a month after the first one? I’m Aura Jax. The real one.”

      Neeve’s mouth opens and closes. Edward looks at Seb as if he expects him to contradict what I’m saying.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Seb says. “Aldrich switched bodies.”

      Edward blinks.

      “What?” Neeve’s voice is barely audible.

      “That girl you’ve been talking to – the one in my body? She. isn’t. me.”

      I glare at them, not sure they're getting the message. "The food bank is a setup. You're right not to trust him, Neeve.”

      I look at Edward. “And Edward, he gave you sugar pills instead of the medication he promised at our last meeting.”

      I fold my arms over my chest and give them the rest of the story in one big rush.

      “He wants Rivers back, he wants the Memory Disk to undo The President, and he wants to assemble The Triptych on Assembly Night to control everyone else in The Society. He's even talking about creating some kind of blueprint to 'control the wider world.'"

      Neeve sucks in air. “He’s going after Fort Saph too?”

      Edward shakes his head, as if he’s barely comprehending any of it. “You’re Aura?”

      I need to show them.

      I grab Edward's hand and lock onto Neeve.

      Instantly, our minds fuse, just like Edward’s and mine did when I met him that day at the bunker.

      Their memories slot into my head and mine into theirs.

      Their re-entry to The Society.

      The reunion with Rivers.

      My realization I was in Opal’s body.

      Aldrich’s Triptych test.

      Their connection with Commander Reyes and the SLA.

      Charlie’s death.

      Seb’s and my escape from The Facility…

      “This is so much bigger than we thought,” I say once it’s over. “You can’t trust Aldrich. None of us can.”

      Aura…

      There’s a tear tracking down Neeve’s cheek.

      Edward shakes his head, dazed. “This can't be true,” he says like someone who knows it's completely, utterly true and just doesn’t want to believe it.

      “You know better than anyone what Calvin Aldrich is capable of,” I say.

      “This is insane,” Neeve whispers.

      I look at them both. “It’s not Robert Wolfe we need to stop. It’s Calvin Aldrich.”

      Edward swallows. “It’s really you,” he says.

      The screaming from upstairs comes again, louder this time.

      “Let me examine him,” Seb says. “I can help.”

      Edward rubs his face with his hand.

      "When Rivers is settled, we'll figure out what to do about Calvin," Neeve says over more screaming. “Come with me, Seb – Aura, can you stay with my father?”

      Please, she says telepathically. He’s not himself.
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      Edward insists on checking me over in his lab before we even consider what to do about Aldrich.

      “Who is she?” he asks as I help him up a flight of stairs. “The girl whose body you’re inhabiting?”

      “Her name is Opal Atkins,” I say. “She’s a Worker from the Old City. Aldrich has her little brother trapped in The Facility.”

      Edward stops for a second at the top of the stairs and leans against a chipped and mildewed wall, closing his eyes.

      “Edward –” He’s worrying me.

      He exhales and opens his eyes. “Have you had many flashbacks that aren’t your own?”

      “A few,” I say.

      He leads me out of the stairwell into a dank corridor and punches a code into a metal door, before ushering me into his makeshift lab.

      Tall glass cupboards line the walls. They're mostly empty except for one shelf containing a few vials and test tubes. In the center of the room, there's an extended workbench cluttered with empty mugs, a laptop, and stacks of papers. A swivel chair is pushed beneath the workbench oozing its yellow sponge interior next to an overturned plastic crate.

      Edward slumps into the swivel chair, and I take the crate.

      “What about memory loss?” he asks. “Difficulty recalling past events?”

      That might be nice.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      He gives me a look. “Transplanting a mind in a real human vessel has different implications than putting it into an AI as we did with Alex Harper. It can lead to schizophrenia as you absorb more of each other's memories.” He pauses. “I speak from bitter experience.”

      “Seb said as much.”

      I grimace as I hand him the USB from The Facility. “I took this from Aldrich’s facility. It’s full of medical notes and research for the switch he’s done on me and Opal.”

      He takes the disk and tries to plug it into his laptop, but his hands are shaking. “It’s imperative we get that girl back here,” he mutters as the USB finally slides into place.

      “Aren’t the SLA planning to take her to a safe house?” I ask.

      He clicks on the USB icon. “All I need to switch you back is my computer, my briefcase, and a locked room. If we can get her here, we can do the surgery before The Assembly when the SLA will be busy with their own mission,” he says as the files load in.

      “Rescuing my Dad,” I say, meeting his gaze. “Do you think they’ll be able to get him out of there alive?”

      “They’re meticulous,” he says. “And they’ve been working on their plan to extract Graham since the day he was taken. They’ve even infiltrated the Telepathe.”

      "That sounds too good to be true," I say, still too skeptical to hope.

      “I wouldn’t bet against the SLA,” Edward says, scanning the documents he’s pulled up from the USB. “Where does Calvin think you are now?”

      “He has no idea,” I say. “We attached Aldrich’s trackers to some Teks and sent them into the forest beyond the border.”

      I need to tell him about baby Aurora. "But he doesn't need me to do what he wants to do now. There's a baby at The Facility – "

      "Let me just check you over," he interrupts me, his hands skittering shakily over the laptop trackpad as he scrolls through the notes.

      He's stopped listening.

      I notice the whites of his eyes have a yellow hue.

      “Are you okay, Edward?” I ask, concerned.

      He scoffs. “I’ve been rationing my medication,” he says. “A good thing too, I think, if Calvin gave me sugar pills.”

      “How much real medication do you have left?”

      He rubs his face. “Two days’ worth, I think, which I hoped I could stretch over four.”

      I frown. “How did you get so low?”

      He sighs. “I exchanged one of my blister packs for two Aloxapan capsules when Rivers turned up in withdrawal – and then I discovered I’d lost a whole month’s supply somewhere between the bunker, the cabin, and here.” He waves a hand in dismay. “It’s long gone by now.”

      “Can the SLA help?”

      He looks up from the screen. “They don’t know about me,” he says sharply. “And I want to keep it that way.”

      I drop the subject.

      As he examines me, Edward grows more sober. “Your power has grown exponentially,” he says with a frown. “You’re twice – three times the Influencer you were back at the bunker.”

      “Why are you saying that as if it’s a bad thing?” I ask, worried.

      “Because you, Aura Jax, are more than your Gift,” he says. “Your personality, your memories – the parts of you that make you you – are deteriorating in Opal’s body, leaving only the Gift, which will eventually take over everything else, even Opal’s memories.”

      I shake my head. "I feel fine." I try to reassure him. "If anything, I'm seeing less of her memories now than I was in The Facility."

      "I imagine your mind is working overtime to maintain stability without the medication," he says. "But it isn't a long-term solution. Trust me. I know."

      I swallow.

      “You’ll take some of my medication today and tomorrow to keep you functioning properly until we get your body back here,” Edward says.

      “You just told me you’re rationing your medication,” I say. “What about you?”

      “I’ll be fine,” he says. “A bit jittery perhaps, but I’ll survive. I’ve been doing this long enough to know my boundaries.”

      “I’ve only been in this body for five days,” I say. “Seb said I had at least a week without the medication –”

      “I’m not about to take that risk,” he says.  “Besides, if we’re successful tomorrow – at the Food Bank and The Assembly – we won’t have to worry for either of us.”

      “That’s a big ‘if.’”

      He hands me a blister pack with two pills remaining.

      I sigh and slip them into my pocket. I have no intention of taking his supply. "Thank you, Edward."

      He looks at me in wonder. “Rivers kept saying that you were trapped, but I didn’t understand what he meant,” he says, his voice quiet. “He’s known all along.”

      He cups a hand around his ear.

      “Speaking of Rivers,” he says. “The screaming has stopped.”

      We leave the lab to find Edward’s son.
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      Rivers’ room is dim and warm.

      Neeve sits beside a hospital-type bed watching Seb adjust a medication drip going into the Savant’s arm. A blonde woman in her mid-forties stands next to Seb, paying close attention.

      Everyone but Rivers turns when we come in.

      You okay? Seb asks telepathically.

      I nod. Better than Edward.

      Rivers’ eyes are closed. He’s wearing a crude version of the silver helmet that Hansel wore in The Facility.

      “How is my son?” Edward asks Seb.

      “He’s stable for now, but he’s weakening,” Seb says, keeping his voice low. “He needs an increase in his medication –”

      “I told him that we were trying to make the supplies last,” the blonde woman cuts in.

      “It takes several days for Aloxapan to take effect," Seb says. "If Rivers isn't given the correct dose, the drug won't build up in his system, and he'll continue to deteriorate."

      “Give us a moment, Fiona,” Edward says.

      The woman nods at him and leaves. “I’ll be in my bunk if you need me.”

      “Aura’s presence no longer seems to be affecting him,” Edward says, once Fiona has gone.

      “The Neurodex I administered gives instant relief,” Seb says.

      He leaves Rivers’ side to speak with Edward.

      “I know Aloxapan isn't easy to find. It's outdated, and it's expensive." Seb’s voice is low. "But to get Rivers where he needs to be, we need at least a month's supply. How much do you have?"

      “At the correct dose? A day’s worth,” Edward says. “Maybe two.”

      He exhales. “Can you suggest anything else?”

      “Rivers’ mind has been connected to The Telepathe for eighteen years,” Seb explains. “He needs extensive brain surgery – and for that, we’d need to get him to a Clinic Inc.”

      Edward’s face shutters. “Absolutely not.”

      “I tried to tell him,” Neeve says.

      Seb holds up his hands. “I’m just telling you what I know. I can’t tell you what to do.” He pauses, choosing his words carefully. “But I can tell you that without surgical intervention or a new supply of Aloxapan – or taking him back to The Telepathe to be with the other Savants – he won’t improve.”

      “Thank you for your honesty,” Edward says, his voice hoarse.

      The constant bleep of the machines fills the silence.

      “Seb,” I say, as an idea begins to form. “What if we could get another Savant here? It wouldn’t be the whole Telepathe, but it might help.”

      Edward frowns.

      “There aren’t exactly that many Savants just wandering around,” Neeve points out.

      Hansel? Seb asks me telepathically.

      If Aldrich hasn’t caught up with him yet.

      Seb shakes his head slightly. He’d never agree.

      He might, I say. If we can help his mom.

      “The sub-basement in The Telepathe will be impenetrable after Rivers’ escape,” Edward says, defeated.

      “We wouldn’t need to go anywhere near The Telepathe,” I say.

      His gaze jerks up to mine, and Seb and I tell them all about Hansel and his mother’s fate, sealed by his escape with us.

      “But we’re not sure he’ll agree to come here,” Seb adds. “He is already blaming us for her death.”

      “Do we know what’s wrong with her?” Neeve asks.

      “She needs a new lung,” I say.

      “We could get her to Fort Saph,” Neeve says, turning to Edward. “Though finding Aloxapan might be easier..."

      “I’d like to speak to Aura now,” Rivers speaks over our whispered conversation.

      We all look at him.

      “Go,” Edward says, putting a hand on my arm.

      “We’ll think this through over tea.”
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      I perch on the chair beside Rivers’ bed, watching his chest rise and fall.

      “Hello again, Aura,” Rivers says once the others have left.

      He doesn’t open his eyes, but he smiles, though even that looks like a struggle.

      “You found the medic and the Savant.”

      He speaks slowly, as if he’s thinking deeply about every word.

      I lean forward. “The Savant isn’t very happy with me at the moment.”

      “No,” he says quietly. “But he’ll come around.”

      I watch the rise and fall of his chest as he rests. “I wish there was something I could do for you.”

      “You got me out,” he says. “You’ve done enough.”

      “I got you out?” I ask.

      He reaches for my hand with clammy fingers before his voice fills my head.

      For a minute after you erased my father’s thought imprint, our enclosure was unlocked, he says. I found a change of clothes and slipped away in the chaos you created.

      Edward was telling me the truth.

      I watch him take a few more labored breaths.

      “I’m sorry they have to medicate you around me,” I say.

      He smiles and tries speaking out loud again. “The medic thinks I’ll be able to stop the meds once our minds are used to each other. If I survive that long.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” I scold him. “We’re going to figure something out.”

      He squeezes my hand. “Do you remember when we met?” he asks. “I was just a child in the Telepathe. It was my birthday.”

      I frown. “The first time we met was just a few days ago, when you almost killed Aldrich.”

      “Remember the cell, Aura? The CSOs?” He finally opens his eyes, struggling to focus. “You saved me.”

      I go cold.

      “That was just a simulation. Wasn’t it?”

      Even as I say the words, I remember the Vocation Party simulation where I encountered Mum – the real-time warning she gave me and the bruise on my arm afterward.

      “Uncle Calvin gave me the piñata,” Rivers says. “For being a good boy.”

      “The boy was only nine or ten,” I say, trying to make sense of what he’s telling me. “I wasn’t even born when you were nine or ten.”

      He smiles again, and his whole face lights up. "Time is different for you and me, Aura. It's not a straight line. It's a circle, with multiple dimensions. You'll need to remember that."

      He shifts in the bed. “You’ve saved me twice. I’d like to repay you.”

      “You don’t have to –”

      “I want to.” He gives me a slow smile. “Your mother has a message for you.”

      “What?” I should get someone. “Rivers –”

      “It won’t be like a simulation,” he says. “It will seem more like a dream, but it’s very real.”

      His fingers stumble over the clips on his helmet. “Can you help me take this off?”

      I hesitate.

      "Please, Aura, I think it's important."

      As we remove his helmet, the lights flicker. I grit my teeth as my head starts to pulsate.

      “I won’t be able to hold on for long,” Rivers warns, taking my hand. “Be as quick as you can.”

      “As quick as I can doing what?” I ask. “No, wait! You need to save your strength –”

      Suddenly everything is dark and silent, as if someone has clamped their hands over my eyes and ears.

      An image of Mum’s room at Robert’s mansion fills my head. She’s standing by the window with her back to me.

      Mum, I say.

      She turns, and her face undulates in and out of focus, like a reflection on water. For a second, she looks startled.

      Do you have a message for me, Mum?

      She moves toward me, and for a split second, she’s as clear as a high-resolution photograph before flickering back into an outline.

      You have to warn Farah, she says, reaching out a faded hand and touching my arm. As in the Vocation Party simulation, I can feel her touch.

      Her hands are cold.

      He wants your father dead.

      Who? I ask. Robert?

      Doesn’t she know I already know that?

      Her mouth opens as if to say something, but I can’t hear.

      I’m with Edward, I say. We’re getting Dad out. The SLA –

      Albert Hickman, she says, gripping me more tightly.

      Who is Albert Hickman? I ask.

      Tell Farah.

      Rivers groans and the simulation fades until it’s barely visible before popping back in stunning color.

      Tell Farah what, Mum? I ask, bewildered. How do I find her?

      Albert Hickman. Edward, she says, and I can hear the frustration in her voice. I overheard Dr. Aldrich.

      She’s not making any sense.

      I don’t understand, I say. What did you overhear?

      She looks over her shoulder as if she's worried that somebody is coming.

      Rivers tears his hand away and starts coughing, spraying flecks of blood onto the bedsheets.

      “I’m sorry,” he splutters. “I can’t hold on.” He wipes his mouth on the bedsheet.

      My heart is thumping. I feel cold all over.

      What just happened? Did Rivers hear?

      “Aura,” he says, out of breath. “In about ten seconds, those machines are going to wail. Press the green button.”

      Dazed, I jump up from my seat and do as he says.

      "Get me one of my pills from the bottom drawer."

      I look at him. His eyes are still closed.

      “Should I get Seb or your father?”

      “We don't need to bother them,” he says, putting the helmet back on and clipping it into place.

      Fumbling, I open the drawer and find a bottle containing only three red and yellow pills. I give him one of them, and he swallows it down dry.

      “Rivers, did you – did you hear what my mum said?”

      No, he says, telepathically again. What is it?

      “Nothing,” I say. “It’s nothing.”

      “We’re even now,” he whispers, a contented smile on his face.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      He nods. I should rest.

      “I’ll send someone to check on you.”

      No need, he says.

      Within seconds, he drifts off to sleep, his chest rising and falling in peaceful slumber.
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      I bump into Seb in the corridor.

      “I was coming to get you,” he says. “How is he?”

      “Sleeping now,” I say, distracted.

      “Aldrich is due to call in 30 minutes,” he says as we walk. “Edward and Neeve want to talk about what we do next.”

      “Right.”

      I can’t get my head around what Rivers just showed me.

      Who on earth is Albert Hickman?

      How do I find Farah?

      And why did Mum mention Edward? Am I supposed to confide in him? Or is she warning me away from him again?

      Maybe everything Rivers said was just the drugs talking, just like Hansel and his warning about Selena’s betrayal.

      "You're quiet," Seb says.

      “Rivers thinks he isn’t going to survive,” I say.

      “We’re going to help him.”

      Seb opens a door into a small kitchenette. Inside, Edward sits at a plastic table cradling a chipped mug of steaming tea. Neeve leans against the counter, arms folded. They look up as we enter. “How is he?” Neeve asks.

      “Sleeping,” I say.

      I don’t tell them what he did for me.

      “Good,” Edward says. “I’ll check on him once we’ve spoken with Calvin.”

      Seb and I pull out chairs and sit at the table with Edward.

      Edward fills another mug with hot tea and pushes it toward me.

      “I think we can get your Savant friend here,” Neeve says as I take a sip. “I can source a couple of IDs to get us into the Inner Sanctum. Are you up for a road trip?”

      I agree immediately.

      “Hansel had a dose of Neurodex less than twenty-four hours ago," Seb says, "but you'll have to be careful. The three of you together could cause all kinds of problems, at least if Aldrich's Triptych experiments in The Facility were any indication."

      “I’d prefer to send one of you with James or Clark,” Edward says. “It’s too much of a risk for you both to go.”

      Neeve shakes her head. “Hansel knows Aura, and she’ll be safer with me having her back.”

      "Agreed," I say decisively.

      Edward still doesn’t look happy, but he lets it go.

      “And you both should know – Aldrich’s cooperation for the food bank extraction tomorrow is a setup,” Seb says.

      “Backing out is not an option,” Neeve says. “We need Aura’s body back here.”

      “I know that,” Seb says, “but –”

      “We already knew we couldn’t trust Calvin completely,” Neeve interrupts him. “Our entire plan is based around that fact. Nothing changes.”

      “Should we warn the SLA, though?” I ask. “Reece? James? I think they should know what we’re walking into.”

      “I think that Calvin’s true intentions are best kept among the four of us,” Edward says.

      “Telling people what Calvin has done to you might make things worse," Neeve says. "We need everybody thinking clearly."

      I look at Seb.

      He rubs his face with his hands. “I think she’s right,” he says. “We can’t put the operation at risk. If we can get your mum and Opal to safety before The Assembly, I think we should.”

      “So when Calvin calls, we do what Commander Reyes suggested,” Neeve says. “We tell him that we’ve been in contact with the SLA, that they’ve offered him immunity, and we’re going to pull him out along with your mum and Opal at the food bank tomorrow.”

      Seb and I exchange a look.

      Calvin Aldrich will never willingly leave The Society.

      “Okay, fine,” I say. “But I go too.”

      “What if you’re recognized?” Seb asks.

      “I had long blonde hair when I left The Facility,” I remind him. “Now I just look like Neeve’s kid sister.”

      “Aura, getting your Savant friend is one thing, but sending you to the food bank is something else entirely,” Edward says. “What if something goes wrong? We aren’t about to let you fall back into Calvin’s hands.”

      “We’ll know more if I’m there,” I say. “Without Aldrich’s drugs, I can hear his thoughts and use my Gift against him if we need.”

      Edward takes a slow sip of his tea, closing his eyes as if he’s exhausted by the whole thing.

      Neeve looks at me. “I’ll tell Davis we’ll have an extra team member tomorrow.”

      She pushes off the wall, preparing to leave the room.

      “Wait,” I say.

      “What?”

      I take a breath, and Seb looks at me.

      “We need to talk about The Triptych.”
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      “Aldrich has his own agenda for The Assembly,” I say, looking around the table. “If we can’t get him out of The Society tomorrow, none of this will work, not your plan to expose Robert, not the SLA’s plan to save my Dad, nothing.”

      “Calvin can’t form The Triptych without an Influencer,” Edward says.

      Seb and I exchange another look.

      “What?” Neeve asks.

      “There is another Influencer,” I say.

      Edward’s face pales.

      Neeve stares at me.

      “She’s just a baby, but she’s already strong. I could feel her power.”

      If a pin dropped on the floor in the room, we could hear it. I keep going.

      “So Aldrich controls three Telepathe Savants, eleven Prophets at The Facility, and an Influencer who has no will of her own yet.”

      “A baby couldn’t be part of a Triptych,” Edward says, furrowing his brow.

      “Aldrich is convinced he can use her Gift, and he’s more than proved he will do whatever it takes to get the outcome that he wants,” Seb says. “He doesn’t care who he kills to get it.”

      “The SLA needs to know what they might be up against,” I say. “They’ve planned for anything Robert might do, but Aldrich and his Triptych are the real threat.”

      “So you want to tell the SLA  about The Triptych?” Neeve asks. “They’d think we were insane.”

      “No,” I say. “But I think we should tell them that Aldrich controls a weapon they haven't seen before, so they're not taken completely by surprise. And then we do everything we can to make sure that their mission succeeds."

      A phone vibrates on the counter.

      “This will be Calvin and Opal-Aura,” Neeve says.

      “How do you suggest we help the SLA, Aura?” Edward asks.

      I swallow.

      “I think we fight fire with fire,” I say, trying to ignore my fear. “If the SLA are going to succeed in rescuing my dad and freeing The Society, they’re going to need all of us – me and Neeve, Seb, and Rivers and Hansel, and even you, Edward – to use our power against Aldrich’s power.”

      Edward and Neeve look stunned.

      “Two Triptychs?” Edward exhales. “That could –”

      “Create a cataclysm?” I interrupt. “Yeah, I heard.”

      “It could kill us all,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “I’m stronger than I was, Edward. You said so yourself. I can take the brunt of it,” I say. “If we don’t fight Aldrich, nobody anywhere will ever be free.”

      “I don’t want my father at The Assembly,” Neeve says. She looks at Edward. “You should go to the rendezvous point with the others.”

      “How many times do I have to say this?” Edward asks, irritated. “I’m not going to Fort Saph.”

      Neeve sighs in frustration.

      The phone vibrates again in her hand.

      “We should go,” I say to Seb. “Neeve, answer that – Aldrich can’t think anything has changed.”

      “We’ll update you when we’re done,” Neeve says, accepting the call.

      As the door closes behind Seb and me, I catch a glimpse of my own face on the screen.

      “Hey, Neeve,” my voice says.

      “Hi, Aura,” Neeve says. “Could we speak to Calvin?”
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      I lean against the wall in the corridor outside of the kitchenette. My mind is spinning.

      What have I just done?

      “Neeve cleared out some space in a storage room for us while you were with Rivers,” Seb says, eyeing me. “Come on.”

      “She didn’t want us answering any awkward questions from the others, huh?”

      “I didn’t want us answering any awkward questions from the others,” he says.

      Neeve has set up bunk beds and left snacks, bottled water, and a pile of fresh clothing on an upturned crate for us.

      I close the door and lean against it, rubbing my temples. Seb lies back on the bottom bunk and closes his eyes.

      “Have I done the right thing?” I ask.

      “Define ‘right thing,’” he says.

      “I just suggested to Edward Law that we assemble a second Triptych,” I say. “I really have lost my mind.”

      But I don’t know any other way to fight.

      “Everything you said back there was true,” Seb says. “The SLA may have people on the inside, and they may be brilliant strategists and soldiers. They may even have the people in The Society on their side. But none of that will count for anything on Assembly night if Aldrich gets control of everyone’s minds.”

      He looks hard at me. “The way I see it, we don’t have any other option. They don’t even know who the real enemy is.”

      I go to the bunk and lie down next to him.

      “How did it come to this, huh?” he asks.

      I close my eyes. “What do you think our chances are of getting Hansel to come back with us?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “But I hope he does, for Rivers’ sake.”

      I roll to face him. “Rivers had a message for me from Mum.”

      “What? How?”

      “When you guys left, he said he wanted to do something for me,” I say. “He held my hand, and then I was inside a kind of simulation. Mum was there, trying to tell me something. I had no idea that Savants could do that.”

      He intertwines his fingers with mine. "Powerful Savants can make connections between consciousness across time and space. It's part of what they do at The Telepathe."

      “It was surreal,” I say.

      “What was the message?”

      “‘Find Farah,’” I say. “And something about someone called Albert Hickman, who apparently wants Dad dead.”

      “Do you have any idea who this person could be?”

      "No. I mean – someone named Farah tried to contact Mum last week. Mum was going to tell me about her, but she never got the chance because I ended up in The Facility. I hope she didn't try to tell Opal."

      “Maybe you can ask her tomorrow if they get her out,” he says. “There’d still be time to get a message to the SLA before The Assembly.”

      I let go of his hand and rub my eyes. “Can you pass me some water?”

      Seb reaches for a bottle. “Keep in mind, Rivers is on a lot of medication right now too. He might not know everything he’s saying.”

      “I thought of that.” I yawn, unscrewing the cap.

      I drink the bottle of water in one go.

      Seb raises an eyebrow. “Want another?”

      “Please.”

      He stands and throws a bottle for me to catch.

      "I'm going to find a shower. Get some sleep." He tosses a blanket from the pile of clothes at me. "You'll feel better."

      “Hey – did we get our things back?” I ask.

      “We did.” He slides the bag out from beneath the bunk.

      “Can I borrow the laptop?”

      “Sure.” He unzips his bag and hands the computer to me. “Back in ten.”

      Once Seb has gone, I climb up to the top bunk, lie down, and fire up the computer.

      I search again for ‘Farah,’ but this time, I cross-reference the name with ‘Fort Saph.’

      There are no results at all. In fact, there is nothing to be found anywhere that even resembles ‘Fort Saph.’

      The same goes for ‘Trontan.’

      The names themselves have been blacklisted.

      After a few minutes of fruitless searching, I try ‘Farah’ and ‘SLA.’

      I find one file on a remote server containing a short 30-second clip of the Cogs dragging Eleanor Bird out of the press conference at The Telepathe.

      An image search throws up three pages of results.

      Most of them are SLA memes and slogans, but the picture at the bottom of the second page catches my eye.

      In it, a twenty-something young woman with dark hair piled on top of her head gives a military salute to the camera.

      The photograph is dated fifteen years ago.

      The woman’s name is Farah Reyes.

      I zoom in. The likeness is unmistakable.

      “Commander Reyes,” I mutter.

      The woman from the video call.

      Mum’s “Farah” is SLA.
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      Spurred on by my discovery, I open a new window and search for ‘Albert Hickman’ next.

      This search throws up ten pages of results detailing executions, criminal convictions, Vocation Party attendees, and 11+ exam results for Albert Hickman, Albert Hickmann, Albert Hickmaine, and Albert Hickmanne.

      It’ll take time to cross-reference all of these with Dad and Farah.

      Someone raps on the door. I snap the laptop shut as Neeve opens the door and peers in.

      Her eyes dart around the room, finally locating me on the top bunk. "Where's Seb?"

      Her voice is tight.

      “In the shower. Are you okay?” I ask, climbing down from the bunk.

      She turns and heads back the way she came. “It’s my father,” she calls over her shoulder. “He started nodding off during the call with Calvin, and then he collapsed.”

      I dash after her.

      "He banged his head on the counter, and now he won't open his eyes. I can't find his meds."

      “Neeve, wait.”

      I take the blister pack out of my pocket. “He gave me some of his meds this morning after he examined me. I didn’t take them because he needs them more.”

      She snatches them out of my hand. “Thank you!”

      “I’ll get Seb,” I say. “Where’s the shower room?”

      "Downstairs. Last door on the left." She opens the door to the kitchenette, and before it swings closed, I see Edward slumped on the floor, his chair tilted on its side.

      I start running.

      I bump into Seb on the stairwell.

      His dark hair is tousled and wet, and he’s carrying his t-shirt and hoodie bundled under his arm. “Aura, what –”

      “Edward collapsed,” I say. “He hit his head.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Kitchenette. He hasn’t been taking his meds.”

      By the time we get there, Edward’s eyes are open, and he’s groaning and trying to get off the floor.

      The empty blister pack is on the table with the mugs and the teapot. Somehow, we need to get our hands on some more medication – for Edward and me.

      Neeve moves aside as Seb dumps his dirty clothes on a chair and goes straight to Edward.

      I hang back, staying out of the way.

      “Don’t try to move,” Seb says, crouching down next to Edward.

      “I’ve just given him his meds,” Neeve tells Seb. “Do you need anything from his lab?”

      “There’s no bleeding,” Seb says, examining Edward’s head and checking his eyes. “But it looks like he has a concussion.”

      “I think what you said about Calvin and The Triptych was too much for him,” Neeve whispers to me.

      “It’s too much for all of us,” I say grimly.

      “I had no idea there were so many Gifted people,” she says.

      “Me either.” I look at her. “Until I met them.”

      For a moment, we just watch Seb work on Edward.

      “The plan is still on,” Neeve says. “Calvin said he’d come with us tomorrow.”

      “Did he seem… different?” I ask.

      “No. And he didn’t mention you or Seb or Hansel, if that’s what you mean,” she says.

      I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

      “What happened?” Edward croaks.

      “You fell,” Seb says. “Hit your head and knocked yourself out.”

      Edward groans.

      “Do you know your name?” Seb asks.

      “I’m Albert Hickman,” Edward says.

      My eyes widen.

      Seb glances at me before refocusing on Edward.

      Neeve frowns and goes back to his side. "Your name is Edward Law," she says gently, putting a hand on his forehead.

      “Edward Law,” Edward says, as if testing out a new name.

      Seb continues asking questions to test Edward's memory and concentration, checking his vision, hearing, reflexes, and coordination.

      Edward said his name was “Albert Hickman…"

      My skin crawls as Mum’s words echo in my mind.

      ‘He wants your father dead.’

      Why?

      ‘I overheard Dr. Aldrich.’

      What did Mum overhear?

      Edward might have turned Dad in, but I know he didn’t want him dead.

      Aldrich is calculated.

      He doesn’t leave loose ends.

      With all his memory disk research, he had to know that Hickman’s memories would eventually take over. But killing Dad is Robert’s obsession, not Aldrich’s.

      And Dad was in the Eden Wing long before Edward was even arrested.

      So why did the doctor put Edward’s memory disk into Hickman’s body all those years ago?

      What am I missing?

      Once Seb is satisfied that Edward’s injury isn’t severe, he helps him to his feet. Edward's legs wobble a little, and he grabs for the table.

      “Where is your room, Edward?” Seb asks.

      “It’s next door,” Neeve says.

      We help Edward out of the kitchenette and into his bunk.

      Seb gives him a sedative so that he can rest.

      "Who is Albert Hickman, Neeve?" I ask once Edward is asleep.

      She takes her time answering.

      “He’s the body Calvin chose to put my father in,” she says. “We think he was a Worker from the Old City. The meds usually keep Hickman’s memories under control, but when my father doesn’t take them, he forgets who he really is.”

      She exhales and looks at me. “It happened in the bunker the day you decided you would stay with us.”

      “I remember.”

      I’d thought he was going to kill me when he used a command word to send me flying across the room, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      Despite my injury, Neeve had gone straight to his side, looking into his eyes, and reminding him: ‘You are Edward Law, and this is your home.’

      I glance at Seb.

      I left something on the laptop for you, I say telepathically. Farah is SLA. See what you can find on Hickman. I think there’s more to all this than Aldrich ‘saving Edward.’

      He nods slightly.

      “We need more meds,” Neeve says. “He’s all out.”

      “Are Edward’s Vessels here?” I ask, thinking of the advanced AI bodies that host copied versions of his memory disk. “Can he use one of those for now?

      “His what?” Seb asks.

      “AI bodies,” Neeve says. “We keep them in case we ever need a long-term change of identity.”

      Seb raises an eyebrow.

      Remember Alex Harper? I ask him telepathically.

      I go on. “If Edward let Albert Hickman’s body lie dormant until we found some meds –”

      “I already suggested that,” Neeve says. “But he said his memory disk is so damaged by all of the tests he’s done over the years that even a transfer to a Vessel won’t help him stay in his own memories.”

      She looks at her father’s sleeping form. “Honestly, though… I think maybe he was just worried about how we’d explain it to everybody here.”

      I don't say anything, remembering my own reaction to discovering Edward's Vessels back in the bunker.

      Seb rubs his forehead. "Do you have anyone here who could break into a Clinic Inc.? It wouldn't have exactly what he needs, but I could combine what they do have to get him through tomorrow at least."

      My thoughts drift to the Clinic Inc. where Seb took me on Sunday morning.

      I look at him.

      “The place you brought me the other day,” I suggest. “Half of the windows are missing after the attack there. It’d be easy to get in.”

      Seb’s eyes darken. “I doubt they cleaned out the meds when they were cleaning up the bodies.”

      “I’ll ask James and Clark. They can go right now,” Neeve says.

      Seb nods. “I’ll make a list of what we’ll need.”

      “Thank you.” Neeve covers her face with her hands. “I can’t lose him,” she mutters. “We’ve always had each other.”

      “You won’t lose him,” Seb says gently. “He may not be himself for a while, but we can keep him stable.”

      She looks at him with glassy eyes and hands him a phone.

      Seb types a list of medication and hands it back to her.

      “It’s getting late,” she says, glancing at me. “We should go for Hansel.” She looks at her father. “I’m just worried about leaving him.”

      “I’ll be here,” Seb says. “I’ll stay with him until you get back.”
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      Neeve hoists her bag over her shoulder as we head to the bot-farm garage. “We’ll take your car,” she says as we move quickly through the mildewed corridors.

      I follow her through a set of double doors and down a winding flight of stairs. At the bottom, she

      enters a passcode into a keypad, opening a door into a large garage containing five vehicles – three black trucks that could almost pass for Society fleet, a gray sedan half-covered in CamoFilm, and the rusting set of wheels that Seb bought with the Cogs’ DN8.

      We get in, and Neeve takes a digital tablet out of her backpack and hands the bag to me.

      It’s surprisingly heavy.

      “What have you got in here?” I ask.

      She taps at the screen on the tablet. “ID, gun, heat sensors, flashlight, CASS monitor, phone, bottles of water –”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Isn’t this just a quick in-and-out?”

      The tablet screen displays a 360-degree image of the warehouse perimeter. Everything looks clear.

      She hands the tablet to me. “Expect the best, and plan for the worst.”

      She starts the car, which splutters and complains. “We should get to the Inner Sanctum just after seven,” she says, her voice cracking slightly. "I haven't had a chance to see if there's any chatter online about Hansel or his mom."

      “I doubt Aldrich wants anyone to know he’s lost two Savants,” I say, remembering Robert’s anger.

      Neeve pulls the car toward the garage door, which opens out automatically.

      “You know, you don’t need to worry about your dad right now,” I say after a minute. “If Seb says he can keep him stable, he can. I’ve seen him with the Savants.”

      Her smile is tight. “I guess that’s something.”

      She glances at me. “What’s the story with you and the handsome medic anyway?” She asks, looking at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “There isn’t one.”

      She snorts.

      “I’m serious. Have you seen me lately? I’m eleven.”

      “But you do like him, right?” she asks. “I mean, I wouldn’t blame you.”

      I cringe, remembering Seb’s brush-off at Edward’s place.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I say. “I’m too busy trying to save The Society to think about boys.”

      I ignore a heated flash of memory – seeing Seb in his tux just before the Vocation Party last week.

      Neeve drives on without comment.

      Finally, she glances my way again with a serious look in her eye.

      "Do you really think we can use our Gifts against Calvin?"

      “I think we’re the only thing that might stop him,” I say. “I’m tired of other people trying to control my power. It’s time to form The Triptych on my own terms.”

      She looks back at the road.

      “What are the odds that your Savant will come back with us?” Neeve asks as we wait.

      "I don't know. He's terrified of losing his mom."

      She rubs her eyes. “I don’t want to lose my brother either, Aura,” she says. “I’ve only just found him.”
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      Hansel’s place is dark.

      “It looks like they already left,” Neeve says as we approach.

      “Or they’ve been taken.”

      Of course, Aldrich would have searched here first.

      I duck at a sudden loud clunk.

      A small MedDrone falls out of the sky and lands five yards away from us, cracking and spilling its contents out over the sidewalk.

      Neeve looks up sharply.

      The always-on amber streetlights around us start to hum and flicker, and one of the bulbs pops and starts to smoke.

      A shock of electricity tears through my head, and I stop. Seb was wrong about the Neurodex settling Hansel’s power this long.

      At least we know he’s still here.

      “Wow. I felt that,” Neeve whispers. “Is this what The Triptych feels like?”

      “Just wait.” I look at her, remembering how it felt to use my Gift at The Facility with Elizabeth and Hansel. “If we’re not careful, the power surge will give us all away.”

      She takes a heat sensor out of her bag, turns it on, and aims it at Hansel's house.

      “Look,” she says, showing me the sensor. There are two people inside the house – one upstairs, one downstairs.

      The back of the house is as dark as the front. The curtains are drawn tight and the lights are off inside.

      Neeve takes out a flashlight, casting the beam across the overgrown lawn. A giant rain barrel tilts on its side next to the emptied water now puddled on the sodden grass.

      “Aura,” Neeve whispers, as she sweeps the beam back across the house.

      The back door stands ajar.

      Carefully, I push the door open, and we step inside a small conservatory filled with plants half-shriveled in the freezing cold.

      We go through a second open door into the kitchen. As we pad across the stone tiles, Neeve rechecks the heat sensor. The dots haven't moved.

      We cross the hallway into the darkened living room, sweeping the light low to avoid the windows.

      The beam finds Hansel at the edge of the sofa, soaked to the bone, dripping rainwater into the soft furnishings. His helmet is on the floor by his feet.

      “Hansel!” I rush over to him.

      The Savant's teeth are chattering, and he’s wrapped his arms around himself for warmth.

      “Why are you sitting in the dark with the door open?” I pick up the helmet and gently put it on his head. “Why are you soaking wet?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Neeve and I are here to help, Hansel – you and your mother.”

      Why? The word sounds numb in my head.

      “We can get both of you to safety,” Neeve says. “And we have someone who can carry out your mother’s procedure.”

      He stares at me with a terrified look in his eyes.

      I don’t believe you.

      “Why would I lie?”

      You want something.

      I nod. “We do want something. Neeve’s brother is the Savant Aldrich lost. He was imprisoned in The Telepathe for eighteen years, and his life is in as much danger as your mother’s. Just having another Savant near would help him.”

      “And in return, we can help your mother,” Neeve says. “We can get her the new lung she needs.”

      Hansel stares at her, assessing the truth of her words.

      "And we want something else, Hansel," I say, deciding full disclosure is best. "We want to form our own Triptych to stand against Dr. Aldrich and take him and Robert Wolfe down."

      He blinks.

      I think we’re getting through.

      “Is your mother upstairs, Hansel?” Neeve asks. “We can leave right now.”

      I can’t leave, he says telepathically. I’m waiting.

      “Waiting for what?” I ask.

      An ambulance. Echo was here. He beat her.

      My blood runs cold.

      Mother didn’t tell him anything.

      “Where is she, Hansel?”

      Hansel leads us upstairs and into Maureen's bedroom.

      In the light from the bedside lamp, I see the frail woman's bruised and swollen face, and the blood dried around her left ear. Her floral-patterned sheets are pulled up to the bottom of her chin, and her eyes are closed in sleep. Her oxygen tank gurgles away next to her. A clock ticks on the wall.

      There’s a half-empty bottle of pills on the bedside table.

      “She could sleep through a bomb blast on those,” Neeve whispers to me.

      If it weren’t for the rise and fall of her chest, I’d swear she was dead.

      I was hiding in the rain barrel, Hansel says. I knew Echo was coming, but I didn't know he would hurt Mom.

      He sobs.

      I got her to call an ambulance, and I gave her some pills.

      The bedside lamp fizzles and blows, plunging the room into darkness.

      Neeve switches the flashlight back on.

      “What do we do?” she hisses.

      I should have gone back with Echo, Hansel says.

      “Hansel, no,” I say. “Aldrich would kill you and your mother, just like Charlie.”

      “Why don’t you come with us now, and Aura and I will come back for your mother?” Neeve suggests.

      “No!” His eyes flash, and Neeve takes a step back.

      I’m waiting for the ambulance.

      “I don’t think it’s coming, Hansel,” I say gently.

      I’M WAITING FOR THE AMBULANCE, he screams telepathically, sending a jolt of pain through my head.

      “JUST GO!” He says out loud, trying to push past us.

      Neeve grabs his arm.

      “We can’t just go, Hansel,” she mutters, taking her gun out of her rucksack.

      She’s unbelievable.

      “Neeve!” I gasp.

      I’ll scream the place down and take you both with me, Aura, Hansel says.

      I block the Savant out and connect with Neeve’s mind.

      Drop the gun.

      She glares at me, trying to resist.

      Heat floods my body, and I send a jolt of power from my mind to hers. Anger registers on her face as her hand jerks, but she loses her grip on the gun.

      I reach out to catch it, my fingers curling around cool metal as reality rushes back, accompanied by the sound of Maureen’s ragged breathing, the gurgle of her oxygen tank, and the ticking of the clock.

      Hansel watches as I hand the gun back to Neeve. Put it away, I tell her.

      She puts the weapon back into her bag without a word, and I turn to Hansel.

      “Wait for the ambulance, Hansel,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “But if it doesn’t turn up, we’re helping.”

      He looks at me with suspicion.

      “Let your mother rest,” I say. “Echo won’t be back tonight. Tomorrow, we can all get her to safety.”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “There’s a new Food Bank opening in The Neighborhood tomorrow morning,” I say. “It'll be easy to get lost in the crowd. You can meet us there. We’ll be at –” I look at Neeve.

      Isn’t tomorrow going to be complicated enough? she asks.

      Do you want Rivers to get better or not? I glare.

      “149 Platinum Apartments,” she says. “7:00 a.m.”

      “If you meet us there, we can get you and your mum out of The Society for good,” I tell Hansel.

      149.

      “That’s right. 149.”

      We leave Hansel’s house the way we came.

      “You pulled a gun on him!” I say once we’re out of earshot.

      Neeve’s phone pings in her pocket.

      “The safety was on. I wasn’t going to shoot him,” she snaps, taking out her phone.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “James got the meds from Clinic Inc.,” she says, smiling at last.
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      Seb is waiting in the garage for us when we get back to the warehouse.

      "How's my father?" Neeve asks, handing the car keys back to him. "Did the meds work?"

      “They will,” Seb says. “He’s asleep at the moment, but his vitals are strong.”

      “And my brother?”

      “Still stable,” he says.

      Neeve looks at me. “We leave at 5:00 a.m., Aura. Be ready. I’m going to sit with Rivers.”

      Seb and I watch her go.

      “What happened with Hansel?” Seb asks. “He wouldn’t come? Or he wasn’t there?”

      "He was there, but Echo got there before we did. Hansel's mother took a beating."

      Seb’s eyes widen at the mention of the AI.

      “Hansel was waiting on an ambulance for her. I don’t think it’s coming, if I know Aldrich.” I sigh. “We told him to meet us at The Neighborhood tomorrow.”

      “Do you think he’ll come?”

      I shrug. “Neeve pulled her gun on him.”

      Seb raises his eyebrows.

      Finally ready to fall into my bunk and sleep, I turn toward the door leading up to the main hall and realize Seb isn’t following.

      I look over my shoulder at him. “Are you coming?”

      He looks at me. “We need to talk about Edward.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What about Edward?” I ask, walking back to the car.

      “He’s been saying some really strange things.”

      My stomach drops. “Like what?”

      He exhales. “He keeps talking about giving the SLA a martyr – ”

      “A martyr?”

      “He was muttering something about getting Graham to the stage, saying that he had to die, but it should ‘mean something,’” Seb says. “And then in the next breath, he was saying ‘it's kill or be killed.’”

      I go cold.

      “I don’t know if that’s Albert Hickman talking – whoever he is –” Seb says, “but Aura, an unstable Edward Law is a liability, no matter how you look at it.”

      “Did you find anything about Albert Hickman?” I ask.

      “No.” He looks toward the door. “Do you think Neeve knows more than she’s letting on?”

      I swallow. “I don’t think so.”

      Seb crosses his arms in front of himself.

      “Once he’s back on his regular meds, will he go back to normal?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Seb says. “The schizophrenia could be permanent. Hickman’s personality seems to have a stronger hold after Edward’s fall. We ran some tests on him in his lab, and what he told Neeve about his memory disk is correct. Somehow his own memory disk has absorbed the Hickman thought imprint.”

      “I’m going to have to monitor him,” Seb says.

      “Do you think he’ll be able to do the surgery to switch me and Opal back?”

      “As Edward, he’ll be able to help you,” Seb says. “But as Albert, he might end up killing you both.”

      He looks at me. “I set some of the Clinic Inc. meds aside for you. Just in case."

      I bang my fist on the hood of the car in frustration.

      This is Aldrich's doing, too – putting Edward in a real man's body, locking him away in the bunker, deliberately messing with his medication to make him crazy.

      “Mum said that Albert Hickman wanted Dad dead,” I say, trying to make sense of it all.

      “Do you think Albert Hickman was SLA?” Seb asks. “Maybe that means we shouldn’t trust them either.”

      “No, we should trust Farah,” I say.

      But why, Aura? I ask myself, wavering for a moment. Just because Edward’s son showed you a simulation where your mum said you could?

      My mind flashes to the small boy in the cell simulation with Rivers’ green eyes, back to my encounter with Mum at the ball, and finally to my connection with Mum in the bedroom through Rivers.

      Yes, that’s exactly why.

      A Gift is a Gift.

      “Then we need to find out what Commander Reyes knows about Albert Hickman,” Seb says. “And warn her that he’s still a threat. I imagine they think he’s dead.”

      “Can you try to find her while we’re at the food bank tomorrow?” I ask. “Maybe we can get a meeting.”

      He nods. “I’ll look for the IP she used for yesterday’s call.”

      “What do we do about Edward?”

      “Make sure he doesn’t leave this building until his meds kick in.”
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      When we reach the main hall, we notice a handful of people crowded around a screen showing a special report on Dad’s execution tomorrow.

      Selena sits at the back of the group, holding onto Mags. Everything in me wants to scoop her up and hug her close, but I stand apart instead.

      She doesn’t even notice me.

      The screen shows clouds of thick black smoke spilling into the air with a swarm of Emergency Drones darting in and out.

      The fires are still burning in the Artificial Gardens, in spite of Robert’s demands they be extinguished. Remembering the immediate response to Calvin’s call at the Clinic Inc., I wonder why they’re not out yet.

      The camera zooms out to show the city from above, revealing a thick ring of fire smoldering around the edges of The Neighborhood.

      They cut to an image of Dad, and the male presenter who must have replaced Eleanor Bird loyally details a growing list of Dad’s crimes before introducing another interview with Robert about tonight’s Assembly.

      I clench my fists. “I don’t want to see this,” I say. “I’m going to my bunk.”

      “I need to check Rivers and Edward,” Seb says. “I’ll try not to wake you when I come in.”

      Robert Wolfe’s voice follows us out of the hall.

      I say goodnight to Seb and climb into the top bunk, my mind spinning.

      A knock at the door jolts me upright.

      “Who is it?” I call out, expecting Neeve.

      “Selena Jax,” comes a quiet, familiar voice.

      What is Selena doing here?

      “Can I come in?” she asks, peeking around the door.

      “Sure.” I climb down from the bunk and open the door to my sister. She’s wearing Mum’s silver locket and clutching her hands in front of her like a shield.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      She looks past me and sees that the room is empty. “Can I talk to you?”

      My stomach does a little flip.

      “I… need someone to talk to,” she explains. “I thought maybe you would understand.”

      “Me?”

      She nods. “You’re Gifted like my sister.”

      I sit on the bottom bunk, wondering where this is going. Selena perches next to me.

      “I can’t talk to Aura on the video calls because Dr. Aldrich doesn’t even know I exist, and Mags wouldn’t understand, and Neeve – well, Neeve’s just… scary,” she says.

      I groan inwardly, remembering Hansel and the gun.

      “So you want to talk about my Gift?” I ask, thinking she wants me to explain what being an Influencer is like.

      “No… I want to talk about… mine,” she says, staring at the floor.

      I freeze. “What do you mean?”

      She pushes her hair behind her ears and glances up at me. “Promise you won’t tell?”

      I nod mutely.

      “Sometimes I can see through someone else’s eyes,” she says. “As if I’m inside their head, looking out. It happened for the first time when they took my Mum.”

      She turns to look at me fully.

      “I was sitting on the stairs watching Aura in the front room, and then all of a sudden, I was looking at myself through her eyes.”

      There’s a roaring in my ears.

      She’s a Seer.

      Like Charlie.

      My little sister is Gifted.

      “It happened again a few days ago,” she says. “I was looking out into some kind of glass enclosure, but instead of seeing my face in the reflection, it was Aura’s face. And now…”

      I thought I was seeing through Rivers’ eyes in the menagerie, but I was seeing the Old City from Selena’s perspective all along – and she was seeing my perspective at the same time.

      “And now…?” I ask, cloaking my shock.

      “Well, now it's not just Aura. I mean, I've seen the inside of this room, even though I haven’t been in here before.” She wipes her eyes. “I don’t understand. I wish I could see my sister and talk to her... Maybe she could tell me what is going on.”

      I put my hand on hers. “You’re a Seer, Selena,” I say.

      She sniffs. “A Seer?”

      “You are Gifted,” I say. “And I knew someone like you. Her name was Charlie. She saw through others’ eyes too.”

      She looks as if she doesn’t believe me. “What was she like?”

      “She was brave,” I say, thinking of Charlie’s failed escape. “She didn’t give up.”

      “Did she get away from The Society too?”

      I pause. In my mind's eye, I see Echo's blade flash across Charlie's neck.

      “She did,” I say.

      I’m not lying.

      Selena is shaking now. I put my arms around her and hold her.

      “It gets easier,” I tell her.

      “I hate it,” she says into my hair. “I want it to stop.”

      “A Gift is an incredible thing, Selena.”

      “It doesn’t feel incredible.”

      I hold her at arm's length. “Then let’s keep this between us for now, okay? You can talk to me whenever you want,” I say. “Just come find me. Any time, night or day. It doesn't matter.”

      “You’re going to the food bank in the morning?”

      I nod.

      “Can’t you convince them to let me come with you? If I’m Gifted, maybe I could be useful, like you –”

      No. I can’t let her put herself in danger.

      “I have a little brother, you know,” I tell her. “Leo. I’d hate it if he got hurt, even if he was trying to help.”

      I look her in the eye. “I don’t think your sister would want you to put yourself in danger.”

      She sighs a frustrated sigh.

      “If she knows you’re safe, she won’t have to worry about you. You’ll be back together before you know it,” I tell her gently.

      Her demeanor shifts, and she looks toward the door.

      Of course she won't accept it.

      I wouldn’t either.

      She moves away from the bunk. “I should let you sleep.”

      “You can stay as long as you want,” I say.

      “Mags will be wondering where I am,” she says. “Thanks for listening. At least I don’t feel crazy now.”

      I consider telling her who I am, just to make her stay, but I stop myself.

      What good would it do?

      Once we get Opal and Mum back tomorrow, this part of the nightmare will be over, and Selena will be none the wiser.
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      Opal. Help me. Where are you?

      "Leo!" I wake with a start, gasping for air. For a long moment, I'm trapped in Opal's memories, and I can't work out where I am.

      I take a deep breath and look around the room, letting my eyes adjust to the dark.

      You are Aura Jax, I tell myself, echoing Neeve’s reassurance to Edward. You are an Influencer. You are safe now in the Old City with friends.

      The last effects of Aldrich’s meds have lifted.

      Is this what it’s like for Edward?

      Or worse?

      I sit up, rubbing my forehead, wishing the ache between my eyes would go away.

      Today is Assembly Day.

      I wonder if Dad is even aware of what’s happening.

      Careful not to wake Seb, asleep in the bunk below, I climb down and tiptoe to the bathroom to wash.

      Opal Atkins stares back at me in the mirror.

      I can’t wait to look at myself again and see my own face looking back.

      “I see I’m not the only one who couldn’t sleep.” Neeve stifles a yawn as she heads to the sink next to mine.

      “We’ll have plenty of time to sleep once this is all over,” I say. I just hope I have enough energy left to get through today.

      “Are Edward and Rivers okay?” I ask.

      "My father seems to be improving," she says. "Rivers, not so much."

      She runs the faucet and splashes water onto her face. “And there's a warrant out for Maureen Anders.”

      Hansel’s mom.

      “The alert came in half an hour ago.”

      I hope that means they’ve left the house and they’re on their way to The Neighborhood.

      “Do you think they’re coming to meet us?” I ask Neeve, wondering if she might have had a vision.

      She holds on to the edge of the basin, water dripping from her face. “I don’t know. I’ve seen way too many variations of the food bank opening to make sense out of anything,” she says. “Why do you think I’m up at 3:00 a.m.?”

      Not for the first time, I wonder how Prophets live their lives when they can see so much to worry about.

      “Is there a variation where we succeed?”

      She dries her face. “There is.”

      That’s all I need for now.

      She stares at the mirror.

      I wash and change before heading back to my room to wake Seb. I want to hear his voice before I go.

      He doesn’t open his eyes when I whisper his name, but he pats the space next to him.

      I lie down, stare at the ceiling, and entwine my fingers in his.

      “Neeve says Edward is improving,” I say.

      “I gave him some more medication at midnight, and we had a full conversation with Edward Law,” he mumbles, his voice thick with sleep. “There was no mention of Albert Hickman or martyrs or the SLA. I think he’s turned a corner.”

      “Good.”

      A door slams down the corridor.

      “What are we going to do when all of this is over?” I ask.

      He thinks for a moment. “People here keep talking about Fort Saph,” he says. “I think I’d like to see it. Maybe start my own medical practice and really help people.” He yawns. “And after all we’ve been through lately, we’d probably have to move in together, or you’d miss me too much.”

      I can’t help smiling. I roll to face him. “That’s very specific.”

      “What about you?” he asks.

      What do I want?

      I’ve been focused on saving Dad and rescuing Mum for so long, I don’t really remember.

      Peace.

      I want peace.

      I want to stop hiding and running and fighting.

      I want to find a place in the world that is mine, not predefined by The Society or anyone in it.

      “It’s hard to think about a future,” I say. “Things seem to keep getting worse for me, not better.”

      “Not anymore,” he says.

      I glance at him. His eyes are wide open, and it’s as if he’s looking into my soul.

      I don’t think he’s seeing Opal Atkins right now.

      There’s a rap on the open door as Neeve sweeps by in the corridor. “Time to go,” she calls softly.

      Seb squeezes my hand. “After tonight, everything changes. I’ve seen it, Aura.”

      I swallow and nod, still afraid to hope.

      “Now get out of here,” he says. “We Elites need our beauty sleep.”

      “Yeah, you need all the help you can get.”

      I dig him in the side with my elbow before grabbing my phone and dashing after Neeve.

      Reece is already in the hall, sitting alone at a table at the back, eating a plastic tub of oatmeal.

      “’Morning,” he says.

      “How did you sleep?” Neeve reaches into the smashed-up vending machine and grabs two breakfast bars. She hands one to me.

      “I didn’t,” Reece says, pushing his empty tub away. “Do we know if this Savant kid is going to meet us?”

      Neeve shakes her head. “There’s a warrant out for the mother’s arrest.” She takes a bite of the bar. “Aura and I think it means they’re coming. Hopefully they’ll get to us before the Cogs catch up with them.”

      “Aura?” Reece frowns.

      Neeve swallows her mouthful of food. “Sorry, Opal,” she says sheepishly. “Getting my Influencers mixed up.”

      I hover by the vending machine, afraid to say anything that might give my secret away.

      “I’d be a lot less nervous if there were a few more of us,” Reece says. “Don’t you think we should have a bit more firepower?”

      "You'll be in safe hands with an Influencer and a Prophet – and James," she says as James walks in.

      His unshaven face is creased with sleep.

      “I’m not worried about my safety,” Reece says, folding his arms. “But Aura is counting on us.”

      Neeve swallows the last of the bar and throws the wrapper in the trash. “We won’t let her down.”

      James nods a ‘good morning,’ grabs a bottle of water, and takes a swig. “Are we ready?” he asks.

      In the garage, Reece points the key toward the now fully invisible car. There’s an electronic clicking sound, and the CamoFilm-covered side doors slide open, revealing the vehicle’s interior.

      “Nice work,” Neeve says. She looks at me. “Let’s go get Aura and her mum.”
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      Our journey to The Neighborhood is deliberately slow; we can’t risk speed that would cause a glitch in the CamoFilm.

      Just before 6:00 a.m., we enter the shriveled black plastic and belching smoke clouds of the former Artificial Gardens.

      “It’s still burning,” James says, looking out of the window.

      “Good,” Neeve says. “The smoke cover only helps us.”

      Her phone buzzes and she answers on speakerphone. “Hi, Davis.”

      “What’s your status?” Davis asks.

      “We’re on schedule,” she says. “We’ll hit the CSO station in an hour.”

      “Good. Keep me posted.”

      He hangs up.

      An hour later, our invisible vehicle sails through the security checkpoints and arrives in The Neighborhood in the wake of a delivery truck heading toward the new food bank.

      Reece pulls onto a side street across from the nearby CSO station, and Neeve changes the view on her tablet. The 360-degree camera hidden in the car’s roof shows us close-up footage of the parking lot containing a fleet of black Society trucks and a handful of secluded empty spaces for us to leave the sedan. She zooms the camera out through the entrance toward the shuttle stop across the road.

      “Uh-oh,” Reece says under his breath as a drone drops dangerously close to the roof of our car. We all tense before it heads off into the sky.

      “No, no, no –” he says a minute later.

      There’s a soft thud as an old man in ragged clothes bangs into the side of the car. I hold my breath as he looks around in confusion and then goes on his way.

      The CamoFilm might have been a better idea in theory.

      “We need to get off the street,” Neeve states the obvious, as she takes a handful of earpieces out of her rucksack.

      She hands them to Reece, James, and me.

      “These are to keep in touch once we’re out there.”

      We sit in tense silence, waiting for something to happen, but the gates to the CSO station remain closed.

      “Does anyone remember any of the streets we passed to get here?” James asks.

      “I noticed a block called Crown Apartments about five minutes ago,” I say.

      James takes out his phone.

      “What are you doing?” Neeve asks.

      “Reporting a crime,” James says.

      We listen in silence as he reports somebody dealing Ice at the apartment block. Once he’s done, he snaps the SIM card in the phone and throws it out of the window.

      The response to his tip-off is immediate.

      “Here we go,” says Reece as one of the trucks starts to pull forward and the gates open out.

      Reece starts to move.

      “Wait,” Neeve says, grabbing his arm. “There’s another one.”

      “How long do we have to get through the gate?” I ask.

      “Sixty seconds after the last truck,” Neeve, James, and Reece say in unison.

      Once the second truck has passed the gate, Reece accelerates.

      “This is going to be tight,” Neeve says, looking at her watch. As we near the gate, another truck starts to pull out.

      Reece slams on the brakes. “What do I do here, guys?”

      “No!” Neeve says, looking at her tablet. On the screen, I see the dark shape of a shuttle sweeping along behind us. It stops to let a night Worker out.

      We’re stuck between two vehicles who can’t see us creating an invisible blockade.

      “That truck is coming right at us,” Reece says, panic in his voice.

      I need to pull this back.

      “Drive, Reece,” I say calmly, hoping I can do this again. “Trust me.”

      He looks at me as if I’ve lost it.

      “I’ve got this,” I say. “Drive!”

      “Do it,” Neeve says.

      Reece pulls the car forward, and I zero in on the truck that’s getting closer toward us. My vision blurs as I focus on the passing of the seconds and the turning of the earth on its axis. I tug and pull time backward again, and in my mind’s eye, the truck starts to retreat.

      The real truck hulking toward us begins to do the same.

      My head tingles, and black spots dance in front of my eyes. As the truck reverses, the gates begin to close again. There’s a sickening crunch and a metallic squall as they squeeze against our car, but Reece keeps going, and suddenly we’re through.

      "My God," James mutters, his eyes wide as he stares at me.

      Feeling myself losing consciousness, I pitch forward in the seat, banging my face on the back of the passenger seat.

      “Opal! Are you okay? Oh God. Help me, James!”

      Their panicked words swirl around me as I gasp for air.

      Last time you had Hansel to back you up. Last time your body was still flooded with Aldrich’s drugs, I scold myself.

      Neeve scrambles into the back of the car. “Just keep driving, Reece,” she orders, noticing he’s slowed.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      Neeve takes my head in her hands and looks into my eyes, connecting just as we did in the bunker.

      “Breathe,” she says. “Just breathe now.”

      With Neeve’s power supporting me, my spiraling consciousness begins to stabilize.

      Reece slips the car into a space alongside the dumpster at the back of the parking lot as the truck resumes its journey out of the gates.

      Once I get my bearings back, Neeve lets me go and uses her black sleeve to wipe my bloodied nose.

      Reece turns back to us, wide-eyed. “Is she okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      “She will be,” Neeve says at the same time. We look at each other knowingly.

      “Stay with her,” James says, putting his earpiece in. “I’ll get the truck.”

      When we’re sure the parking lot is empty, James slips out of the car and crouches down beside the dumpster, feeling underneath for the USB Aldrich promised to leave.

      The seconds crawl past as we wait. My head pounds. The air inside the car feels thick with nervous tension.

      "He's got it," Reece says under his breath, and Neeve sits back in her seat and exhales.

      I catch a glint of silver as James positions a Gas Wrench in the middle of the truck’s driver’s side window, dissolving the reinforced glass into a dark gray mist before our eyes.

      I wish I’d had that stuff for lock-picking with Reece when we were kids.

      James reaches inside the truck to insert the USB, then opens the door from the inside.

      The alarm stays off.

      “We did it,” Neeve whispers, as the automatic gates open for the hijacked vehicle.

      Reece follows it out of the parking lot and deeper into The Neighborhood.
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      I study The Neighborhood up close through the car’s CamoFilm-covered window.

      I’ve passed through the government housing project in the shuttle on my way to and from the workhouse district, but I’ve only ever seen the buildings flash by in a blur of grey and white pixels.

      The tall, neat, apartment blocks are densely packed, and above each identical door, there is either a clear white light, a static yellow light, or a flashing red light.

      I shift in my seat, my head throbbing. “I wonder what the lights are for?”

      "Neighborhood Watch," Neeve says, tapping her tablet. "The yellow lights mean the people inside are under investigation. The red ones mean the doors have locked, and the Cogs are coming – take a left up here, guys."

      James turns into the street, and Reece follows.

      We pass a swarm of TidyUpBots scouring sidewalks and detailing the walls, getting The Neighborhood ready for TV.

      “Number 149 is in there,” Neeve points to an apartment block up ahead.

      We hide the vehicles in the refuse area in the alley at the side and grab our things, heading out into the early morning.

      I can smell rotting meat on the cold air as James hands Reece a Cog’s uniform. Reece grimaces as he takes it.

      The second-floor apartment the SLA has offered as our base provides a clear lookout over the food bank’s immediate surroundings.

      Keeping our heads down, we dash up the metal fire escape at the side of the building. Neeve swipes an ID card at the back door. James flips the light on as we enter a tiny living area furnished with a sofa and kitchenette.

      There are no personal touches and not a thing out of place.

      “No power,” Neeve says, killing the lights. “Even the paint on the walls has eyes and ears in these apartments.”

      “That’s a joke, right?” Reece asks.

      “No joke.” She gives him a warning look as she takes out the phone to let Davis know we’ve arrived.James takes the lookout by the window and Reece heads into the bathroom to put on the CSO uniform.

      “Okay… good,” Neeve says into the phone. “We’re ready.” She drops the phone back in her pocket.

      James looks at her expectantly.

      “What did he say?” I ask.

      Reece comes out of the bathroom in full CSO attire, and my stomach lurches.

      “Is their driver ready?” Reece asks Neeve.

      She nods. “Once we have Aura, Alice, and Aldrich in the truck, Davis will send the GPS tracking link to my phone,” she says. “Their driver will lead us somewhere to make the swap out of sight of the drones.”

      Reece joins James by the window. Neeve sits on the sofa to check the News Feeds. I can’t stop pacing, wondering what the next hour will bring.

      Will Hansel show up with his mother?

      Will we be able to get Mum and Opal to safety?

      Or will Aldrich outsmart us somehow?

      At 8:00 a.m., there’s still no sign of the Savant at 149.

      Huddled around the upstairs window now, we watch a constant flow of people heading past us on their way to the new Food Bank. Most are uniformed Workers lining up for food parcels, but a few Elites in designer clothes are bringing boxes and bulging carrier bags, timing a show of charity for the President’s arrival.

      “I don’t think Hansel’s coming here,” Neeve says finally.

      “It won’t be hard for the Savant to get lost in that crowd,” Reece mutters, looking at the dense throng of people. “Do you want to wait here a bit longer?”

      Neeve looks torn.

      The cavalcade is due in thirty minutes.

      “There’s no time,” James says.

      Her phone buzzes. “Davis?”

      “You ready to move out?” I hear him say.

      “I'll watch for Hansel out there,” I say, putting my earpiece in.

      Neeve nods her agreement. “We’re heading out now,” she says into the phone.

      We leave James in the flat and climb back down the fire escape. The pounding in my head subsides with the fresh adrenalin pumping through my body.

      What if we actually pull this off?

      “Good luck,” I hear Reece say through the earpiece as he gets into the truck. Neeve and I make our way into the crowd.

      The excited energy in the noise and bustle here is completely different from Old City food banks.

      Where starving Workers usually line up hoping desperately for food, today’s crowd is full of spoiled Elites hoping desperately for a glimpse of the President – and a chance to get on TV.

      Where are you, Hansel?

      “Let’s split up,” I tell Neeve as Reece rumbles past us in the truck.

      She nods. “I’ll be listening.”

      “I’ve got eyes and ears on you both,” James says.

      I circle the crowd in front of the food bank, looking for any sign of Hansel or his mother. I hope he's just hiding somewhere, waiting for us to appear.

      A spray-painted blimp hovers overhead, its side emblazoned with the word, JUSTICE.

      “Do you see that?” I ask.

      “I do,” Neeve says.

      I jump slightly as a Cog shoots the blimp down, unintentionally raining masks modeled on my Dad’s face into the crowd.

      A couple of excited little kids pick up the masks and put them on, immediately drawing the attention of some nearby Cogs.

      “Emily, don’t!” a woman shouts, and her daughter looks around, wearing my Dad’s face on top of her winter dress.

      One of the Cogs cracks the woman around the back of the head with the butt of his gun and then points it at her. “Get your child under control!”

      The woman frantically pulls the masks off her children and throws them to the ground, but it’s too late.

      The small family is escorted away from the food bank empty-handed.

      “The cavalcade is due in five minutes,” James says.

      “Do you see Hansel yet?” Neeve asks.

      I weave through the crowds of Workers and Elites.

      “Negative,” I say.

      He might be our best hope for Rivers’ survival, but if he doesn’t make an appearance soon, we’re going to have to leave without him.

      Suddenly, people start pushing to the front of the food bank, where the press has set up cameras and microphones.

      A girl with a bulging bag of goodies pushes past me with a scowl, and a video drone whooshes past me, showing propaganda about my dad.

      I wonder if they’ll still broadcast The Announcement today when everybody in The Society already knows the name of the man who will be facing the firing squad.

      A Cog in front of me grabs a Worker boy and shakes him. “No headwear,” he shouts into the boy’s face, grabbing the hat from his head and shoving him away again.

      The Cog speaks into his CASS monitor and his voice booms around the crowd. "Show your faces," he says. "Remove any headwear or face coverings, or you will be detained."

      “I think he’s here,” Neeve says in my ear, just as a surge of electricity jolts through me.

      “I feel him,” I catch her eye through the crowd at the other side of the road.

      The video drones around me start to hiss and crack, falling to the ground.

      As I scan the crowd for Hansel, I finally glimpse his terrified form standing to the side with his helmet off, clutching his mother’s hand.

      “Cavalcade is turning in now,” Davis says in the earpiece. “Reece, Neeve, Opal, we have eyes on you.”

      I push through the crowd and try to get Hansel’s attention.

      Hansel. Can you hear me? I call telepathically.

      "Here they come," says James in my earpiece as the Presidential cavalcade moves into view.
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      Three black limousines stop at the side of a Basics plastic surgery complex.

      Reece pulls alongside them in his stolen truck, looking like just another part of the security detail. His arm rests on the dissolved window as if he’s simply rolled it down to get some air.

      The reporters move in. The screens on their cameras continue to pop, and more drones tumble out of the sky as I make my way to Hansel.

      “There’s something strange going on with the screens,” James mutters in my earpiece. “Aura and Alice are in the second car, but there’s no sign of Aldrich.”

      “InvisiDrones searching for Aldrich now,” Davis replies.

      I’ve lost sight of Neeve, but she should be somewhere between the food bank and the second limousine by now.

      My head buzzing from the overstimulation, I move through the crush toward Hansel.

      “I don’t see any Cogs in the car,” Reece says.

      “I’m in position,” says Neeve. “There are lots of them near me. Opal, how are you doing?”

      “He’s here,” I say. “I’ve almost got him.”

      “Thank God!” she breathes.

      “Who’s here?” Davis asks. “Neeve? Do you see Aldrich?”

      “One of our guys, Davis,” Neeve says. “And I still don’t see Aldrich.”

      My head feels tight, ready to pop. I stumble through the crowd in the Savant’s direction, but it’s hard with everybody packed so tightly.

      Hansel, I’m here. Can you hear me? I try to reach him telepathically.

      There’s a roar of applause when the Presidential party gets out, and I’m caught off guard for a second as I see myself climb out with them, wearing a pale blue trouser suit.

      But my body language and facial expressions are not me. Opal-Aura looks too timid, too innocent. She looks… recalibrated.

      Robert takes Mum by the elbow, and Opal-Aura follows close behind.

      Mum isn't wearing sunglasses today, but her flawless face is unreadable.

      Suddenly she glances across the road as if somebody has called her name, and I freeze as she catches my eye.

      Aura? Her voice is my head. Is that you?

      Mum –

      No, how can it be…? Her expression wavers from cool detachment to worry.

      She turns away when Robert says something into her ear and leads her inside the Food Bank. He cuts the ribbon to a roar of approval from the crowd, who claps and cheers excitedly. Elite attendees shower them both with gifts, flowers, and cards.

      “Thank you, everybody!” Robert’s voice cuts through the noise of the crowd.

      “Aldrich has arrived,” James whispers in my earpiece.

      “I see him,” Davis says.

      I tear my eyes away from the Presidential party and continue toward Hansel. He’s only 100 yards away from me now, but he’s stopped dead. What is he doing? His mom is shaking him, trying to tell him something.

      “…in position, Neeve?” Reece buzzes into my ears.

      Neeve replies, but I can’t hear over the static in my head. It’s all making me dizzy.

      “They’re moving back to the car now,” Davis says.

      Aura?

      It’s Hansel this time.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as intense pain knifes through my head.

      I’m coming to you, Hansel, I say, hoping he’ll stay where I can find him.

      “Got her… way to you… you, Opal?” Neeve’s voice stutters in my earpiece.

      “Give me a minute,” I say.

      “Leaving the flat now… behind…” James says.

      I should be with them, hearing what’s in Opal's mind.

      I need to hurry.

      “Check… trackers,” I hear Reece say.

      “… dumped them,” Neeve answers. “… get out of here...”

      Through the crowd, I lock eyes on Hansel, I raise a hand to wave at him to get moving, and he shakes his head.

      No.

      Now he’s turning away. What is he doing?

      Another drone tumbles from the sky and falls near Hansel’s feet before bouncing into the gutter.

      A man stops dead in front of me, and I get a mouthful of his winter coat.

      He’s almost walked into a Cog who is crouched down picking something up off the pavement.

      My breath catches in my throat when I see what it is.

      A Goldbug.

      A tiny grenade that could kill everyone here.

      “Get out of here now,” I say, hoping Neeve, James, and Reece can hear in spite of the interference. “I’ll be right behind y –”

      My words are cut off as an explosion rips through the food bank.
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      There’s ringing in my ears, a thin, incessant, high-pitched whine. Everything else is muffled.

      I open my eyes, trying to figure out where I am.

      Everywhere there are bodies and rubble.

      People are being stretchered away by medics.

      Hansel.

      I was going to get Hansel.

      The Goldbug exploded.

      More than one of them, judging by the damage. Was that because of us? Because of The Triptych?

      The front windows of My MicroPet are shattered. The Botox Box is a pile of bricks and mangled neon signage.

      In the distance, Cogs are cordoning off the area. The cavalcade has gone, replaced by a line of ambulances with blue lights flashing.

      I shouldn’t be here. I should be with Neeve and Reece, keeping an eye on Opal-Aura.

      I look around for Hansel, but I don’t see him. Everyone and everything is covered in dust. Finally, I see the glint of a Savant’s silver helmet clutched in a filthy, bleeding hand.

      “Hansel!”

      My head spinning, I crawl over to him and roll him onto his back.

      He groans. He’s alive.

      I manage to free the helmet from his grip and put it on his head. As soon as it’s on, the burning sensation in my head eases.

      “You have to wake up,” I say, giving him a shake. "We need to get out of here."

      His mom is lying next to him, barely breathing. Her oxygen mask is nowhere to be seen.

      Two medics head toward us, carrying an empty stretcher.

      “Over here,” I shout. “This lady needs oxygen.”

      “Name?” one of them asks, pulling out a digital tablet.

      I swallow. “Why do you need her name to treat her? She’s Elite.”

      “It’s fine. We can scan her ID card,” one of them says, coming toward us.

      If they find out that she is Maureen Anders,  they won’t treat her. They’ll just hand her – and Hansel – over to the Cogs.

      “She’s a Worker,” I blurt out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d check.”

      One of the medics turns away angrily to find more Elite victims. The other medic looks at me in pity. “Once the Elites are treated, we may be able to come back,” she says apologetically before rejoining her colleague.

      The Cogs are getting closer. They’re scanning barcodes and checking IDs. We need to get out of here.

      There’s another groan from Hansel.

      Can I carry him?

      I heave myself into a standing position, my limbs screaming in protest.

      Aura?

      Hansel’s eyes blink open, and he stares at me in bewilderment.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I say. “Can you walk?”

      He looks toward his mother, and pain flashes across his face.

      Mom.

      I pull him up. “Come on. We can get her inside, away from the Cogs.”

      With effort, we carry Maureen over the debris and through the shattered entrance of My MicroPet.

      Some of the cages inside have been turned over by the force of the blast, allowing the occupants to escape. They’re long gone now, free of the locks that keep other pets in their cages, covered in dust and grime.

      The shop assistant is out cold on the floor, a shard of bloody glass sticking in her throat.

      We lay Maureen down on the tiled floor, and Hansel crouches over her body, tear tracks streaking his dirty face.

      Her breathing is shallow. Her throat emits an odd gurgle.

      We’re going to lose her.

      "If we could get to a Clinic Inc., we could get some oxygen…" Even as I say the words, I know it's hopeless. There's no time.

      Hansel shakes his head.

      Too late, he says.

      Another tear rolls down his face.

      I want to scream.

      I have no words of comfort for him.

      None of this is okay.

      I search my pockets for my burner phone so that I can call Neeve, but it’s gone. My earpiece has fallen out somewhere too.

      “I’m going to find a phone,” I say to Hansel, but he’s somewhere else, lost in his grief.

      I go behind the counter, step over the assistant, and locate the store’s handset.

      My hands shake as I dial the temporary number I have for Neeve, praying that she’ll pick up.

      She doesn’t.

      I dial again, my anxiety growing.

      Something’s wrong.

      Did they make it to the truck swap with the SLA driver?

      Hansel appears next to me, and I put the phone down. I look back at his mom.

      “She's gone,” he says in that whispery voice we hardly ever hear, and then his face crumples.

      I put my arms around him. His body shakes as he sobs.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, holding him tight.

      A minute later, he pulls away from me.

      We’re not safe, he says, looking numbly at his mother. We need to go.

      But how do we get from here to the warehouse?

      The phone behind the counter rings, and I dive for it like a Tek pouncing on a fresh victim.

      I recognize the number on the screen.

      Neeve.

      “Hello?” I shout. “Can you hear me?”

      But all I hear on the other end is static.

      “Neeve! Are you there?”

      The phone goes dead.

      We’ll take the shuttle to the Old City, and then travel by car, Hansel says.

      His eyes are closed, but his voice is strong and clear in my head.

      I know the way.

      “Where will we get a car? We have no money, nothing to barter with –”

      Hansel opens his eyes.

      He’ll be dead soon, he says telepathically. He won’t need it anymore.
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      My bloodied nose and Hansel’s shell-shocked demeanor aren’t out of place on the packed and emotional shuttle leaving The Neighborhood.

      We make it to the Old City, and true to Hansel’s word, we find an old blue car with a bullet hole in the windshield, a dead body in the driver’s seat, and the keys still in the ignition.

      I can reverse time, knock people unconscious, and alter their thought patterns, but I still look at the Savant in disbelief.

      I’ll drive, he says with a grim smile, as if he knows what I’m thinking.

      The dead driver is a man in his sixties with a single bullet wound in his head. We move his body out onto the road and climb into the car.

      “You saw this happening?”

      Hansel nods, and we ride in silence as we head out of the city.

      I lie back in my seat, fighting down sickness and exhaustion, hoping and praying that everyone else got out with Opal and my Mum, and that they made it to the swap point with the SLA.

      I look at Hansel. “Do you know what’s waiting for us at the warehouse?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Hansel? Please,” I whisper.

      Aldrich was there, he says.

      “What?” I ask, a sick feeling churning in the pit of my stomach. “What happened? What did he do?”

      Another long pause.

      There was an explosion, he says finally, his eyes focused on the road, his mind obviously somewhere else.

      Oh.

      He's thinking about his mother. I should leave him be.

      “I’m sorry, Hansel.”

      I swallow my questions.

      I just need to get there and see whatever Aldrich has done with my own eyes.

      We travel for two tense hours before Hansel slows the car.

      We’re here, he says, but I don’t see it.

      In my daze, I forget to tell Hansel to stop, and we lurch forward in our seats as the car hits the invisible building wall.

      “It’s CamoFilm,” I say apologetically.

      The car’s bonnet is a mangled mess now, but the collision has revealed the faintest line of brickwork.

      We get out of the car to a familiar chemical smell I can’t quite define.

      I bang on the wall. “Open up. We’re back.”

      Someone’s watching us, Hansel says.

      “Where?” I turn and see a woman peering out of the warehouse that Seb and I broke into before finding everyone.

      It's Imogen – Brown's wife.

      "Don't go in there!" she shouts. Her eyes are rimmed red, as if she's been crying.

      “Why?” I shout back. “Is Neeve back? Is Edward with you?”

      “It’s not safe. Don’t go in there!” Imogen shouts before disappearing inside again.

      With a sense of foreboding, I feel my way around the side of the invisible building, and almost trip over a body shrouded beneath the Camofilm, my foot sinking into clothing and flesh.

      I push the film away, and a scream catches in my throat as I look down at the lifeless face.

      No.

      I drop to my knees and reach for Mags, pressing a hand against her neck, desperately feeling for a pulse as my world shifts beneath me.
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      Mags’s body is still warm, but her soul is gone.

      My ‘other mum,’ Selena’s protector, Reece’s mother.

      I stare blindly at the bullet hole in her forehead.

      You knew her. I’m sorry.

      Hansel’s sad voice echoes in my head. His own eyes brim with tears. He knows exactly what I’m feeling.

      She can’t be dead.

      How is she dead?

      “Who would do this?” I breathe.

      You know, Hansel says.

      Aldrich.

      With a howl of anger, I move away from Mags and feel my way further around the building, looking for an entrance.

      We need to get inside.

      The chemical smell grows stronger.

      My heart begins to pound when I round the next corner to see a massive hole blown into the wall. Purple smoke drifts out from the blast site, coloring the air.

      Hansel helps me rearrange detritus to make a gap big enough for us to squeeze through.

      Without a flashlight, I can't see what's waiting for us on the other side or which part of the building this leads to.

      There’s only one way to find out.

      I grab a deep breath of outside air and squeeze through the gap that we’ve created. In the dim light, I see that I’m in Rivers’ room, which is hazy with purple smoke. The electricity is off.

      "Cover your face," I tell Hansel, pulling my sweater over my mouth and nose.

      Rivers’ bed is empty, his bedclothes strewn across the floor, chairs turned over, the IV drip knocked over.

      Aldrich has taken him.

      He can’t have taken him.

      There’s a pink glow coming from beneath the doorway to his room, and on the other side, I can hear muffled movement and voices.

      Someone groans near me, and I look down.

      “Seb!”

      He starts to cough, but he can’t get words out.

      “Are you hurt?” There’s blood on his cheek, but I can’t see any other injuries.

      “James,” he says before beginning another coughing fit.

      As my eyes adjust, I notice another body on the floor by the doorway.

      Hansel helps me to roll James over.

      He’s gone.

      A bullet wound in the center of his forehead, just like Mags.

      Horror and nausea wash over me.

      Why?

      I turn back to Seb.

      “Can you stand?”

      He groans again, but slowly pulls himself up with our help.

      “Get him out of here,” I tell Hansel, nodding toward the gap where we came in.

      He drags Seb back through, and I pick my way across the mess on the floor, open the door, and come face to face with a wall of neon pink.

      BlastGlass.

      A cold creeping sensation runs through me as I flash back to the Clinic Inc. with Aldrich.

      Neeve, Helen, and Rivers’ nurse, Fiona, are trapped on the other side of the pink chemical wall. Reece is sprawled on the floor at their feet, unconscious. At the edge of the glass, I see a pair of legs without a torso. Whoever they belong to has been crushed in half by the edge of the orb.

      Neeve is firing at the glass with her rifle. The glass is so thick that the sound is muffled, but she’s starting to make headway.

      When she sees me, she stops shooting.

      “Get out of there!” she shouts.

      I hesitate, looking around for something I can help to break the glass with.

      “Go,” Neeve says. “I’ve got this.”

      “Where is Edward?”

      “He got out,” she says. “You have to get out too!”

      Reluctantly, I leave her, trying not to inhale the toxic air. My lungs are on fire by the time I get outside.

      Hansel has laid Seb out on the concrete. Seb's eyes are closed, and his skin has taken on a strange pink hue.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I say, moving his hair from his face, praying that I’m right.

      “I think I’m supposed to be dead,” he whispers.

      Suddenly, there’s an almighty crack, and a wave of pink smoke shoots out of the rubble.

      Moments later, Neeve, Helen, and Fiona appear, coughing through the smoke, assisting an incapacitated Reece. His head falls backward as they move into the outside air.

      Once they’ve lain him down, Helen turns and retches. Her face is streaked with dirt and tears.

      Neeve stands with her hands on her thighs, gasping for breath. “I can’t believe you two are okay,” she chokes at me.

      “What happened here?” I ask. “Mags…” I can’t finish.

      “Opal – is gone.” She starts to cough and spits pink phlegm onto the ground. “With Selena and Rivers, and your body.”

      I stare at her, trying to make sense of her words.

      “Selena is gone?”

      This can’t be real.

      “And Mum?”

      Neeve doesn’t answer me as she takes out her phone and dials. “Pick up, Uncle Calvin,” she mutters.

      My head is spinning.

      Mum gave me one job the night she was arrested: keep Selena safe.

      I should have just stopped once we were across the border.

      I didn’t have to work with Edward.

      Selena was happy in the camp. She had Mags. She was free for the first time in her life.

      All Mum and Dad had wanted was for Selena and me to be safe – no matter what happened to them – and everything I've done has only put us both in more and more danger.

      I sink to the ground.

      I’ve messed up.

      Aldrich doesn’t answer Neeve’s call.

      What do we do now?

      She tries again, and again, and again.

      What happens when Robert discovers that Selena exists – or when Aldrich finds out what she is?

      Neeve finally throws the phone down and collapses onto the rubble, resting her head on her knees. “I’ll kill him,” she whispers. “I swear.”

      Aldrich’s words rattle around my head.

      ‘There never was a happily-ever-after for you.’
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      Mags and James are dead.

      Selena and Rivers have been taken.

      I’m not sure Mum ever made it out of The Neighborhood.

      At least Edward managed to flee to the neighboring warehouse with those not caught up in the blast.

      We join them there and set up a makeshift hospital area, settling Reece and Seb under Fiona’s care.

      Hansel and I find Neeve sitting outside the warehouse, her back to the wall, staring up at the gray sky.

      We sit next to her.

      “How did this happen?” My voice cracks as I ask. “Why was Opal here? Did the SLA not show?”

      “All of our comms went down because of The Triptych,” she says. “We even lost our GPS signal. We were driving blind. We drove round and round, even stopped a few times before we came back here so we could be sure we weren’t being followed. It didn’t work.”

      She starts to cough. “My throat is like sandpaper.”

      “What happened to my mum and Aldrich?”

      “We only ever had Opal,” she says. “She got separated from them in the chaos at the food bank. We locked her up here while we tried to find out what had happened to you and Hansel, but she must have convinced Selena to let her out and leave with her.”

      I glance over at Hansel.

      He has his eyes closed.

      Is this what he meant about Selena betraying me?

      “I think Mags went after Selena,” Neeve says. “I heard the gunshot right before I discovered Opal had escaped  – and then I heard them blow the hole in Rivers’ wall. By the time I got there, he was gone too,” she sobs.

      She rests her head on her knees. “I called for help,” she says, her voice muffled, “and Helen and Reece got there just as… an AI in a gray suit threw the BlastGlass into the hall at us.”

      Echo was here.

      Everyone could have been killed.

      That’s probably what Aldrich had meant to do.

      I stare at the phone Neeve has thrown into the rubble.

      “Have you spoken to the SLA?” I ask. “Do they know what happened?”

      “Sure,” she sniffs. “And nothing has changed as far as they’re concerned. They’re just reverting to their original plan. They’ve made it very clear that Aldrich is not their problem.”

      I look at Hansel, who looks away.

      They have no idea just how much of a problem he is.

      I look back at Neeve, who is chewing her lip, brows furrowed.

      “What?” I ask.

      She looks at me. “My father thinks that this was the SLA coming for him.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “I think it’s the stress of losing Rivers again,” she says. “He keeps saying that ‘the SLA want to kill him.’ That ‘everybody hates Albert Hickman.’”

      I consider telling her what Mum said to me in Rivers' simulation, but I think better of it. What if she tells Edward?

      “I should talk to him,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “I gave him more of the Clinic Inc. meds and got him settled in a room on his own,” she says. “He was finally calm when I left. He even knew who he was.” She picks up the phone and stands. “Let him rest.”
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      At noon we bury our dead.

      I throw myself into helping Neeve and Hansel clear the BlastGlass while Brown and Lucas deal with the bodies, covering them with stones and rubble in a single grave.

      Reece and Seb are too weak to join us for the burial service.

      Helen stands at the graveside with Clark, her eyes red and raw.

      Hansel keeps his helmet on and his eyes closed.

      I wonder if he’s thinking of his mom.

      Neeve, standing next to him, says a few words. Edward – his shirt untucked and his eyes wild – says nothing.

      Imogen sings a song in a language that I don’t understand.

      The danger of lingering out in the open keeps the strange and inadequate ceremony short, and once it’s over, we conceal the grave beneath a large swath of CamoFilm.

      We watch it disappear like the lives of those inside it.

      In the silence that follows, I think of Mags and her part in my childhood in the Old City.

      I think of Selena, alone and scared wherever they’ve taken her, Dad in the Eden Wing, and Mum imprisoned in Robert’s mansion.

      I think of Edward, and Albert Hickman, and the SLA, and The Triptych.

      All I want is for my family to be together, safe. Why is that so impossible?

      ‘There never was a happily-ever-after...’ Aldrich’s voice echoes again, all the way down into my soul.

      "Goodbye, Mags," I whisper, taking a deep breath.

      I’m not about to say goodbye to my sister too.

      I need to find out where she is and get her back.

      I walk away from the unmarked graves.
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      I check on Reece and Seb in the makeshift hospital we made in the warehouse.

      Seb has a thick bandage around his waist and fresh bruising on his face, but he is up, sitting at Reece’s bedside with Helen and Clark.

      “Hey,” he says, reaching for my hand as I approach.

      “You’re okay?”

      “Concussion and a cracked rib. I got off easy. Echo wanted me dead.”

      “And Reece?”

      Reece’s eyes are closed. His arm is bandaged, and his face is purple, as if he's not getting enough oxygen. His chest is still rising and falling, but he hasn't yet awakened.

      “He caught one of the shards in his arm,” Helen says, her voice cracking. “Fiona said the poison is in his system.” She swipes at a tear. “He doesn’t even know Mags is gone...”

      Clark holds her, silently fighting back his own tears.

      I look at Seb helplessly. “There must be something we can do?”

      Opal’s weak child voice fits exactly how I feel.

      I can’t lose Reece.

      Not on top of everything else.

      This is some kind of nightmare.

      “This is all Aura’s fault,” Helen says, wiping away tears. “We should never have trusted her. She betrayed all of us.”

      “Don’t say that,” Clark says.

      I swallow.

      They still have no idea I’m here, that we’ve all been betrayed by Aldrich.

      “He needs medication,” Seb says quietly. “If we can get him the right drugs, he’ll survive.”

      He stands with difficulty and signals for me to follow him out of the room.

      “Has Aldrich called?” Seb asks.

      I shake my head.

      "He will," he says. "With Selena, he has the leverage he can use to get you back."

      Seb checks our surroundings to make sure that we’re alone.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I found something.” He takes his phone out of his back pocket and taps at the screen. He turns it toward me. “Look.”

      My heart starts to thump.

      The picture on the screen shows a group of four people linking arms and grinning – Dad as a young man, Farah, a woman with red hair – and Edward.

      “Look at the caption,” Seb says quietly. “Graham Jax, Farah Reyes, Gia Jax, and Albert Hickman.”

      Gia Jax? Who –?

      “According to this photograph, they’re all SLA,” Seb says.

      “What?”

      Dad is SLA?

      Dad knew Albert Hickman?

      “Albert Hickman was SLA,” Seb whispers.

      “Neeve said Edward thought all of this – the explosion, the killings, the kidnapping – was the SLA. He thought that they were here to kill him.”

      I look at the picture again.

      What happened between Albert Hickman and the SLA to make him afraid of his friends?

      “Neeve,” Seb says in a louder voice. “Hi.”

      I look up guiltily.

      Neeve gestures at us to follow her outside.

      “I just found this in the room where I locked Opal up,” she says, handing me a battered old phone. “There’s a video message from Calvin and a different number to call.”

      Immediately, all thoughts of Albert Hickman and the SLA evaporate.

      “What did the message say?”

      "Don't – " she says as I press on the thumbnail.

      The clip starts to play.

      Right away, I recognize the lab in The Facility where I woke up in Opal’s body.

      The video shows Selena strapped to a gurney with her eyes squeezed shut. Her long auburn hair is gone, and Echo is cleaning a fresh wound on her cheek.

      My mouth fills with bile.

      Before I can finish watching the clip, the phone rings, covering the screen with an unknown caller ID.

      I stare at the screen in shock.

      Neeve takes the handset with a tight expression on her face.

      She puts the phone on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Neeve?” Aldrich’s voice says. “It’s Uncle Calvin.”

      Neither of us answer.

      “I’m here with little Selena Jax,” he says. “Who knew there was another Jax girl out there?”

      He did, that’s who. Because Opal-Aura found out and told him.

      “Selena tells me that Opal Atkins was at your hideout.”

      “Opal who?” Neeve snaps. “Where is Rivers?”

      Aldrich ignores her. “I’m sorry we missed Opal when we… visited earlier.”

      “Your BlastGlass nearly killed us all,” she growls.

      “Let me speak to Selena,” I say simultaneously.

      Aldrich actually chuckles. “Neeve, you know Rivers is better off here with his medications,” he says. “But I suppose I don’t mind returning little Selena alive in exchange for the Influencer. I’ll even keep her existence a secret from Robert.”

      Neeve and I look at each other.

      My mind races for a solution.

      “If I don’t have Opal by today at 4:00 p.m., my AI will start feeding pieces of this extra Jax girl to his python,” Aldrich snaps.

      The line goes dead.

      I stare at the phone in my hand, unable to move. What do I do?

      “I need to call him back,” I say, my mind racing. “He didn’t say where I need to be.”

      Neeve grabs the phone out of my hand. “Aura, are you crazy? You can’t go back!”

      “Let’s think this through,” Seb says.

      “He’s going to kill my sister!”

      “He won’t,” Neeve says unconvincingly. “She’s too valuable.”

      “He doesn’t think so!” I choke.

      “What about The Triptych?” Neeve says. “What about fighting fire with fire? We can’t fight Calvin without you.” She grabs my shoulders. “Let’s end this, and then get Selena – and Rivers!”

      “Tell me you wouldn’t give yourself up to save Rivers if you could?” I ask her.

      She stares at me helplessly.

      “We still have almost four hours,” Seb says. “We’ll figure something out.”
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      Seb falls into step beside me as I stalk back inside.

      “I’m doing the exchange,” I say.

      He stops and looks at me.

      “You can’t go back –”

      “I’m not leaving Selena there.”

      “You’re going to make yourself a prisoner again? Put yourself right back where you started?” he asks. “I won’t be there to get you out a second time.”

      I glare at him. “I’d happily take her place.”

      “Aura, you’re not thinking. There has to be another way,” he says.

      “You think of it, then,” I say, my voice cracking. “What other options do I have?”

      He closes his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      “There isn’t another way,” I say. “It’s me that Aldrich wants.”

      Wait.

      What if he thinks he’s getting me?

      Seb grabs my arm as I pick up speed. “You know how worried you are about your sister and your mum and your dad?” he asks. “Don’t you ever think that people might be worried like that about you? And when I say people, I mean me?”

      I blink and turn to look at him. “You don’t have to worry about me,” I say.

      “The thing is, it’s kind of involuntary, you know?”

      His face is flushed, intense, like he’s furious at me. “I can’t lose you, Aura.”

      An idea snaps into focus.

      “You won’t. Come with me,” I say. “I just got an idea.”

      He smacks his palm against the wall in frustration before following me back to our room.

      I close the door behind us and sit on the edge of the bed.

      He leans against the wall opposite me. “What are you thinking?”

      “You have to let me finish before you say anything, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      My mouth feels dry.

      This idea didn’t seem quite as crazy in my head as it’s going to sound when I say it out loud.

      “Theoretically, Edward could copy my memory disk to send me back to Aldrich – not just transfer it like he did when I became Alex Harper,” I say. “Then he could upload my actual memory disk into a new Vessel and create two versions of me in different bodies.”

      Seb just looks at me.

      “You can say something now, Seb.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      I stare back at him. “I’m deadly serious. The Vessel with Version 1 will stay here, and Version 2 will go back to Aldrich in Opal’s body in exchange for Selena. Once she’s safe, we can wake Version 1 and wipe Version 2.”

      Footsteps and voices drift along the corridor outside. Seb looks at the door and lowers his voice.

      “You just told me that today’s stress has intensified Edward’s schizophrenia,” he says. “Do you really want to entrust him with this?”

      “Do you have any better ideas?” I ask.

      “What if it goes wrong?” he asks. “I don’t know that it’s even possible to copy a memory disk. Aldrich tried –”

      “Edward has actually done it,” I say. “His Vessels all house copies of his memory disk.”

      Seb inhales. “What if he deletes both copies of you? What if he doesn’t delete the copy of you that’s in The Facility?”

      I don’t answer. I don’t know what to say.

      And Seb isn’t finished.

      “And what happens to Opal in all of this? When you finally swap back over to your own body?”

      Opal…

      How could I forget about her? And little Leo?

      I think faster. The idea has taken hold.

      “Aldrich will take her – Version 2 of me – to Central Square as part of his Triptych,” I say. “We can rescue her body at the Assembly.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      “Edward will find another Vessel for her memory disk –”

      “Aura, do you hear yourself?”

      I close my eyes.

      Breathe.

      “You saw the video, Seb. I can’t leave Selena in Aldrich’s hands.”

      “And I can’t let you do this.”

      I stand.

      “I’m not asking your permission.”

      “Aura, please.” Seb grabs my arm again as I head for the door. “Think about this.”

      “Selena needs me. I can cope with Echo and Aldrich if I have to. She can’t,” I say. “The longer she’s with them, the more danger she’ll be in. It’s only a matter of time before –"

      I stop myself.

      Seb let’s go of my arm. “Before what?”

      I may as well tell him.

      "She came to see me yesterday, thinking I was Opal. She wanted to talk…" I swallow. "About her Gift. Seb, she's a Seer like Charlie."

      His eyes widen.

      “I need to get her out of there.”

      He rubs his face.

      I'm not going to back down, and he knows it.

      “I still have to ask Edward if he thinks it’s possible,” I say. “Come with me. You can ask all of the medical questions that you want.”
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      Edward’s door stands ajar. Inside, Neeve and Edward sit in silence, Edward at his desk, staring into space, Neeve on the floor with her head down and her eyes closed as if in prayer.

      I knock on the open door, and they both turn to look at me.

      “How are you, Edward?” I ask.

      “A bit better,” he says, and Neeve nods.

      “I need to talk to you about Selena,” I say.

      “Of course,” Edward says. His eyes are red behind his glasses.

      “You know that Aldrich called?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. “You can’t sacrifice yourself, Aura. Once this is over –"

      I hold up a hand. “Would you hear me out? Please.”

      He sighs. “Go ahead.”

      I take a breath to steady my nerves.

      “What are the risks involved in copying a memory disk?” I ask. “I don’t mean taking it out and re-inserting it into a new body. I mean actually copying it, like you've done with your Vessels."

      He looks at Seb with a raised brow.

      “He knows everything,” I say.

      Edward looks back at me. “Why are you asking me this?”

      I remember how freaked out I was back in the bunker when Edward suggested transferring my memory disk into the Alex Harper Vessel, and now here I am asking him to do something even scarier.

      “I think you know why,” I say.

      Neeve is looking at me in disbelief. “You can’t –"

      “There’s always a risk. You know that,” Edward says matter-of-factly, interrupting his daughter. “But this risk would be much bigger.”

      “My whole life has been one big risk after another,” I say. “I’m running out of things to lose.”

      He looks at me as if he’s trying to assess whether I’ve actually lost my mind. I meet his gaze steadily.

      Finally, he responds.

      “There would be two distinct trains of memory being created from the point of insertion. We would need to keep synchronizing them.”

      He rubs his forehead. "And the sync may not work. It may not pick everything up, creating a high risk of memory loss. In the bunker, that didn't matter too much. There weren't a lot of memory variations I could make in there. But if you go out into the world…"

      Seb interjects. "What happens once it's done? A version of Aura would be heading for Aldrich's Facility, but it can't stay there. Can you delete a copy of a Memory Disk remotely? Without the subject being hooked up?"

      “Delete a copy? Theoretically, yes,” Edward says. “It’s not something I’ve ever tried, but it’s technically possible.”

      His brow furrows, and he pulls his glasses off.

      “But we couldn’t delete the copy until after the Assembly. For Opal’s sake. If Aldrich and Echo notice anything different, they’ll kill her,” I say. “You’d need to stay here to do that, Edward.”

      Neeve’s eyes jerk to mine, a glint of hope in her eyes.

      You’d have to stay too, Seb. I look at him. In case Edward takes a turn.

      Seb swallows.

      “Aldrich will give you The Chair,” he warns.

      “I’ve survived it already,” I tell him.

      His eyes shutter with shock.

      “There’s another thing to think about,” Edward says. “Your Gift may be diminished being shared between two copies –”

      “How long would the copy and insertions take?” I ask.

      “Aura, you shouldn’t do this,” Neeve warns.

      “How long?” I ask again, ignoring her.

      “An hour, I think,” Edward says. “There is time…”

      I lean against the wall with my eyes closed, listening to Seb ask more questions peppered with medical jargon that I don't understand.

      When he’s finished, we sit in gloomy silence.

      If Aldrich doesn’t get me back as Opal Atkins, Selena dies – or worse.

      This plan isn’t perfect, but there are no other options.

      “I’ll call Aldrich,” I say, straightening. “I’ll buy us some more time so that we can do this.”

      “Wait,” Seb says.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “You’ll do what?” Neeve asks.

      “I’ll let Edward copy my memory disk and put it into Opal's body," he says, looking into my eyes. "I'll go back to The Facility, and you can erase my copy remotely."

      The room falls silent.

      “No way, Seb,” I say finally, stunned that he would suggest it.

      You would do that for me? I ask telepathically.

      Don’t you know that by now? He looks at me.

      “If anything goes wrong, I don’t want you to suffer,” he says firmly.

      Edward shakes his head. "It won’t work. It has to be Aura," he says sadly. "Calvin will know the truth as soon as Opal is tested."

      Seb looks devastated.

      Heart racing, I swallow and turn to Edward. “Get everything ready.”

      “You're sure about this?” Neeve asks.

      “We still have The Triptych,” I say, repeating her words back to her. “Once Selena is safe, we’re going to hit Aldrich with everything we’ve got.”
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      The phone feels like a grenade in my hand.

      “It’s not too late to back out,” Seb says once we’re back in our room.

      I look at him. “If this goes wrong, you still have to find Farah,” I say. “She’ll need you and Neeve and Hansel for what the SLA is really up against. And I need you to look out for my sister.”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      “Just promise.”

      “I promise.”

      I take a breath.

      “But what happens if it goes right?” he asks. “We’ll still need to get you back to your own body. We need the real Opal somewhere safe when all of this goes down,” he says. “Will she be immune to your Gift?”

      “I don’t know what Aldrich has done to her,” I say.

      The silence between us is thick.

      Finally, I punch his arm lightly.

      “And then after we get me switched back, you’ll just have to deal with my broken mind, mood swings, and occasional blackouts when we move in together,” I say.

      He puts his arms around me and holds on tight.

      He’s not holding Opal, I realize. He’s holding me.

      “And that would be different from normal?” he jokes. “I’ll handle it.”

      Fighting for control of my emotions, I pull away.

      “I have to make the call.”

      Aldrich picks up on the first ring.

      "It's me," I say carefully, putting the speakerphone on so that Seb can hear.

      “IO12, hello,” he says. “You’ve made a decision?”

      My heart thuds, thinking of what’s to come.

      “You get me in exchange for Selena – and real medical supplies for the wounded you left here,” I say, thinking of Reece.

      The line goes quiet, and then, “Good girl.”

      "And I'm going to need more time," I say.

      “5:00 p.m.,” he says. “The Triumph Monument. Bring Neeve.”

      “Let me speak to –”

      He cuts me off. “Don’t be late, or I’ll let Echo have your sister.”

      The line goes dead again.
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      “You okay?” Seb asks as I stare at the phone numbly.

      I’m definitely not okay.

      I’ve already failed everyone I love, and this might be the stupidest idea I’ve had yet.

      I stand. “I want you there when Edward does the procedure,” I say. “Watch everything. Keep asking him questions... Just in case, okay?”
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      There’s a sliver of light shining beneath the door to the lab. I have a metallic taste in my mouth – fear and apprehension turn my saliva sour.

      I take a deep breath and knock twice.

      Neeve opens the door and lets us in.

      “Everything is ready,” Edward says from the back of the lab.

      “Aldrich gave me another hour,” I say, stepping into the lab. “We have to be at the Artificial Gardens at 5:00 p.m. The Triumph Monument. He’s also agreed to give us supplies for our wounded.”

      “So thoughtful of him,” Neeve sneers, her voice dripping in sarcasm.

      Edward glances at his watch. “We don’t have much time,” he says. “Let’s begin.”

      We cross the lab, and he punches in a code to open the door at the back.

      It slides open to reveal a makeshift operating room, and for a moment, I flash back to the hidden room in the bunker.

      In the middle of this room, there are two operating tables. There’s an unconscious Vessel laying on one of them – a dark-haired girl of about eighteen. A silver thread emerges from the nape of her neck and leads to a port on Edward’s computer.

      I shudder, hesitating. Maybe it would be better to just forget this whole idea.

      It’s not too late to back out, Seb says so no one can hear.

      I look at him, then back at the Vessel.

      Selena needs me, I say.

      I step into the room.

      The cool air makes me shiver.

      “Do you want to wait out here with me?” Neeve asks, touching Seb’s arm as she exits.

      “I want him with me,” I say before Seb can answer.

      Edward closes the door behind her. “Make sure we’re not disturbed,” he says before the door slides shut.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Edward nods toward the empty operating table.

      I climb up, lie down, and close my eyes.

      Seb stands beside me.

      The hard metal table is cold against my bare arms and neck.

      “We’ll copy your memory disk first and make sure it’s backed up,” Edward says. “Then we’ll transfer you into the new Vessel and toggle between Opal’s body and the Vessel to check the synchronization. There may be a little discomfort.”

      What’s new? I wonder.

      He fills a syringe with liquid from a vial. “Are you ready, Aura?”

      I nod, and he empties the contents into my arm. “I’m going to count to ten. You’ll begin to feel very sleepy.”

      By the time Edward gets to ‘four,’ I’m gone. Cocooned in thick dark silence.

      There is only my breath.

      Nothing else exists in the vacuum.

      Time and space have disappeared.

      I am nothing. I am everything.

      Aura?

      Footsteps.

      Something prickles at the back of my head.

      Shards of glittering color whirl around me, disappearing into the black.

      More footsteps. A figure appears.

      Aura! I found you!

      Rivers?

      He’s a small child again.

      A checkerboard floor appears beneath his feet, extending far off into the distance.

      What are you doing here? I ask. Are you okay? I reach out to touch him, and my hand melts into his arm.

      It’s just a dream…

      I’m exactly where I need to be, he says, and then, he’s gone, Aura.

      Who?

      Rivers’ green eyes bore into mine. You need to make him remember who he is.

      I don’t know what you mean.

      I need to open my eyes.

      I need to wake up.

      You’ll see him on the bridge, Rivers says. He has to remember. He did it all for me.

      Wait – is he talking about his father?

      Edward won’t be at The Assembly, I tell him. He’s going to stay here to delete me. I won’t exist.

      Wait, no. That’s not right.

      He’s not going to delete me.

      He’s going to delete the copy of me.

      Rivers moves closer, his face right up in front of mine, his eyes the size of saucers. He left you. He’s gone. You have to stop him… You have to make him remember who he is.

      I try to get away from him, but I’m frozen in place.

      His breath is hot on my face. We’ll need him when the darkness comes.

      Gripped by panic, my heart rate rockets skyward. I try to remember why I’m doing this.

      Selena.

      Aldrich has Selena.

      This is just my fear...

      There is a conversation going on around me.

      "…looks identical… no gaps at all… second sync…"

      “Aura?” a voice asks, startlingly close, and the dream subsides.

      “Give her some time to come around.”

      Is that Edward?

      My eyelids flicker, and everything is bright white. I can barely make out the gray blur of the shapes before my eyes.

      Pain makes me close them again.

      My head feels kicked and bruised.

      “Mmmph,” is all I can manage.

      “Aura?” It’s Seb. His worried face is leaning over me. “Can you hear me?”

      I look down. My hands are smooth, and larger than the cracked, small hands belonging to Opal.

      I look to my side. Opal’s body lies as if she’s sleeping, eyes closed, dead to the world. I feel nauseated.

      “I need you to answer a few questions,” Edward says.

      He’s still here. I don’t know what Rivers is talking about. I stare at him in gratitude and see my new face reflected in his glasses.

      “What is your full name and date of birth?” he asks.

      “Aurora Leigh Jax. March 12th, 21.”

      My new voice is deeper, older. Stronger.

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I blink.

      “I called Aldrich. I came to the lab.”

      “Do you know what we are doing here, and why?”

      “We’re copying my memory disk. I’m going to exchange myself as Opal Atkins for my sister, Selena Jax.”

      “Now what?” Seb asks Edward, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “We’re going to put you back under now, Aura, and wake the copy of you in Opal’s body. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      This time Seb administers the syringe. His hazel eyes are the last things I see before everything goes black again.
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      The pain in my head wakes me again.

      “She’s back,” Neeve says.

      I pull myself into a sitting position, trying not to throw up.

      Seb hands me water and strokes my back.

      Edward runs through the same questions again with me. My name, my age, the last thing I remember, why on earth I’m doing this.

      “Did it work?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Edward says. His left eye twitches. “We did it.”

      There’s an electric nip at the back of my head as he unplugs me from the computer.

      I look across at the lifeless Vessel on the operating table next to me. My memory disk is in there now.

      “I won’t wake you in the Vessel until Selena returns,” Edward says. “From that point, there will be two copies of you creating individual memories and experiences. We will sync them until we know that Opal’s body is safe, and then I’ll wipe the copied memory disk.”

      I fight a wave of terror.

      “What happens if you wipe the wrong thing?”

      “I won’t,” he says.

      “Edward says that we can go back and redo the sync with the backup we made if we need to,” Seb says. “He showed me how to do it. We won’t lose you.”

      He seems more confident now than he did earlier.

      “What time is it?” I ask, thinking of Aldrich.

      “We leave to meet Calvin in fifteen minutes,” Neeve says. “I’ll drive us to the shuttle stop.”

      I exhale and look at Seb for reassurance.

      He takes my hand and traces a circle over my skin with his thumb. “Tomorrow can you stop being a hero for a minute?” he asks under his breath.

      “I’ll see you soon, Seb.”

      He grimaces a little when I say this.

      “Stay safe,” he says gruffly.
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      It's dark when Neeve slows the car and kills the engine at the rundown shuttle stop.

      She scans a faked ID card against the panel on the shuttle door, and we are cleared to board.

      “For your security, your thoughts are being monitored…” drones the recorded message.

      “No, they’re not,” Neeve says under her breath.

      I smile, wondering how many times I thought the same thing when I climbed onto a shuttle to go to a Workhouse shift.

      My heart beats faster as we shoot through the Old City into the Artificial Gardens.

      The fires have finally been extinguished, and scattered amber lights illuminate the grotesquely melted landscape.

      The Triumph Monument towers over us, oddly unblemished by the fires.

      The Monument – a gold effigy of Robert Wolfe standing with one arm raised in a salute, surrounded by his supporters – was commissioned after The Society Party was formed to commemorate the victory over the “rebels” at the end of the Great Unrest.

      After dealing with Calvin Aldrich, I suspect it’s just one more wildly inaccurate representation of the real history behind The Society.

      “You really want to do this?” Neeve asks as we step out of the shuttle onto burned plastic grass.

      I nod, even though I’m quivering inside.

      What if a version of me gets trapped in The Facility forever? What if Selena isn’t okay? What if Edward leaves like Rivers warned me?

      “Selena won’t know about Mags,” I say, thinking of what awaits Selena when she gets back to the warehouse. “She’ll blame herself.”

      Neeve looks at me. “I’ll be there for her. I promise.”

      “She thinks you’re scary,” I tell her.

      She snorts.

      I breathe the outside air, trying to ignore the lingering smell of burned synthetics.

      They’ll keep IO12 locked up good and proper this time. No more wandering the halls after lights-out. I don’t know when I’ll be able to breathe again.

      “Neeve, there’s something else,” I say urgently.

      “What?”

      "Yesterday, Rivers helped me connect with my mum in a simulation," I say. "She told me that Albert Hickman wanted to kill my dad."

      “What?”

      "All I know right now is that Hickman and my dad were both SLA, and they knew each other," I say. "And Mum said I needed to ‘warn Farah’ – Commander Reyes. I have no idea what Albert Hickman did before Aldrich put your dad in his body, or why he's so afraid of the SLA now."

      “Aura –”

      "I'm telling you so you can make sure your father gets his meds and stays away from the Assembly. If he doesn't, he could end up getting himself – and my dad – killed."

      “I won’t let that happen. But how did Rivers –” She grabs my arm. “I see the car.”

      I follow her gaze to the black limousine tucked beneath a thicket of cauterized plastic trees, just out of range of the lights around the Monument.

      Neeve takes out the phone. “We’re not going any further until we see your sister.”

      Before she can dial, a suited figure materializes out of the shadows. A flashlight comes on, shining directly at us.

      Echo.

      “IO12,” he says, training the light on me.

      “Where is Calvin?” Neeve asks. “And Selena?”

      Echo tosses some handcuffs toward Neeve. “Put these on the Influencer.”

      “Where is Selena?” I ask.

      “Dr. Aldrich will bring the girl once the Influencer is neutralized,” Echo says.

      Neeve looks at me, and I nod reluctantly. She picks up the cuffs and puts them on me.

      Once my hands are restrained, Echo comes closer, producing a syringe from the pocket of his black trench coat. “Roll up her sleeve, please.”

      “What is that?” Neeve asks.

      “It’s fine,” I say, knowing what’s coming. “Just do as he says.”

      Neeve rolls up my sleeve, and Echo takes my arm in his cold hands, taps the syringe, and plunges the needle into me, emptying the silver contents into my veins.

      He steps back, drops the syringe, and crushes it underneath his boot.

      As usual, my head burns, and I consider throwing up. Everything is hot and bright.

      “Are you okay?” Neeve asks.

      I nod. “Selena,” I say in between swallows of bile.

      Echo presses a button on his CASS monitor. “The Influencer is ready,” he says.

      The doors of the limousine stay shut.

      “Where is she?” I ask, thinking we’ve been tricked.

      “She’s coming,” Echo says.

      Rain starts to fall.

      “If we don’t see Selena in sixty seconds, we’re leaving,” Neeve says.

      I hear an engine, and we watch a second limousine pull in behind the first one. The side door opens, and Aldrich appears, carrying a case.

      A barefoot Selena limps along behind him.

      “Thank goodness,” I breathe, trying not to cry as I look at her.

      The doctor grabs her arm roughly and leads her toward us.

      I look daggers at him, wishing the drug didn’t work so quickly. I’d like to end him like I ended the Cog at the Border for attacking Selena.

      When Aldrich lets go of her hand, she races toward Neeve and me despite her bare feet.

      “Are you okay?” Neeve asks Selena before turning on Aldrich. “Where are the meds?”

      Selena looks past Neeve toward me, and I hear her in my head over Aldrich’s reply.

      I’m so sorry, Aura, she says, her voice filling my mind.

      She knows I’m me.

      And she’s speaking telepathically.

      What did Aldrich tell her?

      I shake my head. Everything is going to be okay, I say.

      Aldrich sets the case down in front of Neeve. “The supplies you requested,” he says, breathing heavily as usual.

      Neeve bends down and pops it open. There are dozens of vials and unopened blister packs inside.

      “Let’s go,” Aldrich says, directing a look at Echo. “There is much to be done.”

      Neeve closes the case and looks up at me. Stay strong.

      I nod. Look after Selena. I’ll see you soon.

      Aldrich puts a hand at my back and ushers me forward toward the limousine.

      “You certainly gave me the runaround with those Teks,” he says. “It’s a shame my other Savant wasn’t at the warehouse with Rivers – though with our security fully operational again, it shouldn’t take long to find out exactly where SH5 is.”

      My stomach flips.

      “Rivers won’t survive a return to the Telepathe,” I say.

      “He doesn’t have to,” Aldrich says. “Once he helps me get my property back, I can retire him to the Eden Wing. The Triptych is all we need now.”

      He pops the trunk and motions me inside. “Get in.”

      “What?”

      “In. Now,” he says.

      Before I can move, Echo cracks me around the back of the head, knocking me off my feet.

      He lifts me into the trunk and closes the lid.
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      I drowse in darkness, the cuffs digging into my wrists, my head swimming from Echo’s blow.

      I feel every bump in the road, and when the limousine descends and accelerates underground, I nearly vomit.

      The relief of stopping lasts only until the trunk pops open and I recognize The Facility warehouse behind Echo’s head.

      He hauls me out of the trunk and marches me toward the building. Aldrich is ten yards ahead of us.

      Inside The Facility, nothing has changed. The residents are having their evening meal.

      Jimi looks up from the table we share. His left ear is missing. His mouth drops open when he sees me.

      “Does she go straight to her pod?” Echo asks.

      “Prep her for The Chair. I want to make sure it’s really her,” Aldrich says, and my heart starts to hammer. “I’ll be in shortly.”

      “Very good, doctor.”

      I don’t even bother to struggle.

      What would be the point?

      Echo takes me past the infirmary, and a white noise blast in my head from baby Aurora, into a darkened room I haven't seen before.

      He flips on the lights.

      The room is empty except for The Chair. It’s not like The Chair in The Telepathe. There’s no dried blood. It’s clean. Clinical. But I’m in no doubt that it’s going to hurt like the last one.

      As Echo straps me in, I try to ignore what’s about to happen, focusing instead on waking up in Edward’s lab in the warehouse. On being together with my family again without the evil of men like Robert Wolfe and Calvin Aldrich.

      My zen-like trance disintegrates as soon as Aldrich walks in and takes the controls.

      The pain hits, and my mind is fried until I don’t know who or where I am, what is real, and what is fiction.

      Fear and panic course through me, and by the time it’s over, I’m a mess of blood and sweat and saliva. My limbs have turned to jelly, and my mind is cotton wool.

      “Give her a shot to help her recover,” Aldrich says, his voice rattling around my head. “We can move her in an hour, and she’ll be good as new.”

      Echo plunges another syringe into my arm.

      I don’t even feel it.

      He undoes the cuffs around my wrists and ankles and pulls me out of The Chair to my feet.

      I stagger blindly alongside him as he leads me up the stairs to my pod.

      “There are fresh uniforms in the cupboard,” he says.

      I sit on the bed, my head spinning, struggling to focus through tears I hadn’t felt coming. He closes the door behind him, and I sink back onto the mattress, numb.

      All I want is to sleep. Forever.

      I don’t remember why I came back here.

      At least I’m comfortable now.

      It’s over.

      I don’t care if I never wake up.
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      I hear panicked voices around me.

      I wake flat on a cold hard surface. What happened to my comfortable bed?

      A ripple of fear runs through my body, starting in my head and working its way down to my toes. My heart thumps.

      I need to get out of here.

      I try to open my eyes, but they're sticky with mucus.

      “She’s awake!”

      “Aura, can you hear me?”

      I rub my eyes.

      My heart rate begins to slow.

      I’m alive.

      I’m not in The Facility.

      I look to my left, then to my right.

      Seb is here. And Selena.

      It’s so bright.

      Seb lays a hand on my forehead.

      “Selena,” I say, reaching for her hand, and she clutches it tight.

      “Thank God,” Seb breathes.

      Selena has been crying. She wears a hat over her shaved head. She studies my face, fascinated.

      Of course.

      I’m inside the new Vessel.

      Did you tell her what we had to do? I ask Seb.

      She knows everything.

      The Vessel feels more like my own body. Stronger. My head feels clearer. Nobody else’s memories are crowding in on my own.

      “Where’s Edward?” I ask. “Did Reece get the medication? Was the medication real this time?”

      “Reece is almost fully recovered,” Seb says, shining a light into my eyes. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine,” I say, trying to focus. “Does he know about Mags?”

      “Yes,” Seb says. “He left for the SLA rendezvous point with Helen and Clark. He’s not alone with it.”

      I breathe deeply.

      Reece will be safe in Fort Saph.

      And I’ll find him when I get there.

      “I wish you could have gone with them, Selena,” I say.

      “I’m staying with you,” Selena says, tears brimming in her eyes.

      I look from her to Seb.

      They both look grim.

      “Why do you both look so worried?”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Seb asks.

      I wrack my brain, trying to think.

      There was a car…

      I was in the trunk of the car.

      I went to meet Aldrich.

      Then there’s a gap.

      I was in bed…

      “Aura?” Seb asks.

      “I was in bed – in my pod at The Facility.” I look at him. “Wait, where is Edward?”

      Seb opens his mouth to speak and then stops himself.

      “What is it?” I ask. “Where is he?”

      The door to the operating room bursts open, and Neeve pokes her head in. "Hansel is missing too," she says, breathless.

      She notices me.

      “Aura! You’re awake!”

      I look at her blankly. “‘Missing too?’” I repeat. “Who’s missing?”

      “My father left, Aura,” Neeve says.

      I don’t understand. “Left? To go where? Is he coming back?”

      My heart pounds as remnants of my earlier dream come back to me.

      ‘He left you. He’s gone.’

      Neeve shakes her head. "I don't think so." She waves a USB stick. "I found this in his room with a note that just said ‘sorry’ and listed some coordinates."

      Panic ripples through me when I think about the second version of me in The Facility, already creating new memories that I’m not privy to without the memory disk sync.

      If Edward has gone, how will he delete the copy of me when the time comes?

      “He wouldn’t leave,” I say, willing it to be true.

      "He asked to borrow a phone to make sure the exchange with Aldrich had gone smoothly," Seb says. "But he saw the photo of Farah and your dad with Albert Hickman, and..."

      “I need something to play this on,” Neeve heads back into the lab with Edward’s USB.

      “He gave me back the phone and left to get some air,” Seb says. “I should have gone after him, but I didn’t want to leave while we were waiting for you to wake up.”

      My heart sinks.

      “Can you do it without him?” I ask Seb. “Erase the other version of me remotely, once we’re safe?”

      “There isn’t just one other version anymore,” he says soberly.

      “What do you mean?”

      He exhales. "Something has gone wrong with the code," he says. “There are too many copies, all with the same file name. Without putting you under and bringing you back thirty times, I can’t figure out which is which.”

      I fight the panic threatening to engulf me. “Then we’ll just have to figure it out once The Assembly is over.”

      “This is all my fault,” Selena whispers.

      “None of this is your fault, Selena.” I get up off the bed and swing my legs around.

      “Be careful,” Seb says, putting out a hand to steady me.

      A wave of nausea washes over me as I try to get my new body and mind coordinated.

      “How long ago?” I ask, swallowing bile. “Do we know where he’s gone?”

      “Nearly forty minutes,” Seb says.

      ‘The bridge,’ I remember Rivers’ warning. ‘The Assembly.’

      “Guys,” Neeve calls through from the lab. “You need to see this.”

      We head through to the lab. With a grim look, Neeve hands me my Opal/Aurora USB and presses play on a thumbnail on the laptop screen.

      “He left us a message,” she says.

      “Neeve, Aura, please forgive me,” Edward says into the camera.

      He sounds weak. Afraid.

      “Albert Hickman is taking over. I’m fighting – I’m fighting as hard as I can – but I fear I can’t keep this up much longer. I’m afraid of what I’m going to do – what I feel compelled to do.”

      He removes his glasses and wipes his eyes. “Tell Commander Reyes what Calvin did to me at The Assembly four years ago.”

      His voice quiets. “Tell them about the body switch and the bunker. About Rivers. About the sugar pills. Tell them – tell them I’m not the one choosing... what I may do next.”

      He shakes his head as if to clear it and pinches the bridge of his nose. “If you are watching this video, then Albert Hickman has overtaken Edward Law, and he is now working to undo everything we’ve been working for. His memories aren’t clear as to why, but he is terrified of the SLA. He’s terrified of Graham. He wants –”

      Edward swallows. For a moment, he looks broken, then angry.

      “It’s kill or be killed. That is all I understand.”

      Selena clutches my hand.

      My stomach lurches again.

      Mum was right.

      We listen in shock as Edward’s voice changes.

      "I was following orders," he says bitterly. "And for what? He promised me a better life, and I got nothing. And they’ll never forgive me. Never.”

      “What is he talking about?” Neeve asks, confused. “This doesn’t sound like my father.”

      “The SLA want Graham Jax to be a symbol of their resistance,” the face on the screen says. “Well, what better symbol can I give them than a martyr?” He grins. “It’s perfect, isn’t it? Jax will die, I will be safe, and The Society will fall.”

      “Oh God, Aura,” Neeve whispers.

      Edward squeezes his eyes shut, his mind visibly fluctuating between Albert and his own.

      “Hickman intends to go to The Facility," Edward says, opening his eyes and sounding like himself again. “He plans to form his own Triptych using what he’s learned from my memory disk.”

      He looks up at the ceiling.

      “You must tell the OCA that this is not me. I am Edward Law.” His voice breaks. “I – I was Edward Law.”

      “What’s the OCA?” Seb asks.

      Neeve and I shrug.

      Edward takes off his glasses and pulls a ski mask over his head. His shaking hands move toward the camera lens.

      “Where are you?” he asks, desperate. “There’s no one here to stop him… me...”

      His eyes appear in extreme close up on the screen before the clip cuts off.

      The silence in the room is thick.

      “He never spoke directly to the SLA, even though it was his idea to contact them. He always made me do the talking,” Neeve says, her voice quiet. “He even hid his face when Commander Reyes called. How long has Albert Hickman been taking over my father’s mind? Even as Edward Law, he must have known.”

      Is this what Aldrich wanted? Was this his way of ensuring that even if Edward escaped the bunker, he could never resist The Society, never create a new life anywhere?

      Neeve stifles a sob. “We need to go after him.”

      And we need to get to Farah.

      First Mum, and now Edward. It’s time to warn Commander Reyes.

      I look around for a clock. “What time is it now?”

      “7:00 p.m.,” Seb says.

      The Assembly is in two hours.

      A jolt of adrenalin surges through my system. I let go of Selena’s hand.

      “We need to split up,” I say. “We need to go after Edward, and we need to warn the SLA.”

      “They’ll have left the rendezvous point to begin their operation by now,” Neeve says, dialing a number on her phone. “Pick up, Davis,” she mutters, pacing the room.

      “What are those coordinates on Edward’s note?” Seb asks.

      "I don't know," Neeve says, handing the scrap of paper to him. "Can you find out?"

      Neeve keeps calling, but no one answers.

      “I’m coming with you, Aura,” Selena says, as if she thinks I’m going to refuse her.

      “There’s no way I’m leaving you behind,” I say.

      “Guys, these coordinates are for an old government base,” Seb says, looking up from the computer. “Why would your father give us those, Neeve? Could it be a location for the SLA?”

      “He did say he wanted us to talk to them,” I say.

      Neeve chews her lip. “Surely any intel from Albert Hickman will be years out of date?”

      “But it’s still a lead,” I say. “And it’s the only one we have. You get in touch with Davis and go after your dad. We’ll check out this base and try to find Commander Reyes. We’ll meet at Central Square at 9:00 p.m.”

      “We can’t stand against Calvin,” Neeve says. “We don’t have a Triptych.”

      “We do,” I say. “Kind of…”

      Neeve and Selena look at me for an explanation. Seb runs a hand through his hair. He already knows what’s coming.

      “We have an Influencer, two Prophets –” I put a hand on Selena’s shoulder. “– and a Seer.”

      Selena’s eyes jerk up to mine.

      “That would work?” Neeve asks.

      “Aldrich thought it could,” I say.

      “He never tested it,” Seb warns. “But he had been training Charlie and his Prophets for months. You are talking about using an untrained Seer and an untrained Prophet in place of a Savant to fight two Tri –”

      "We have to try," Selena says, cutting him off.

      Seb raises an eyebrow. “Seriously, what is it with you Jax girls?” he mutters.

      In spite of everything, I have to smile.

      “Okay,” Neeve says. “What else can we do?”

      I turn toward the door, and she grabs my arm.

      I look at her.

      “I know what my father said, but please promise me you won’t tell the SLA everything until we have to?” she asks. “Tell them anything else they need to know to keep Graham safe, but let me try and stop my father first. I don't want him to die…"

      We all need Edward alive, Seb says telepathically.

      “I promise,” I say.

      “Thank you.” Neeve hands me the USB with Edward’s confession. “If I can’t find my father, let them see this.”

      She gives each of us an earpiece. “I’ll see you in Central Square.”
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      We race down the staircase toward the garage, and Neeve punches in the code.

      She pushes at the door to open it faster, and Seb turns on the flashlight, sweeping the beam around the garage. Two trucks and our battered sedan from the Old City remain.

      Neeve puts a hand on my shoulder. “Good luck.”

      I put my hand on hers. “We’ll see you soon.”

      She climbs into one of the trucks and slams the door.

      Seb, Selena, and I get into the car. He programs Edward’s coordinates into his phone and sets it on the dash.

      “My visions are back,” Seb says quietly.

      I look at him. “When?”

      “Back in the operating room, after Edward left and I was waiting for you to come around.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Your dad, on the stage, at The Assembly,” he says. “I keep seeing it. The same thing over and over. He is always on that stage.”

      I swallow. “We’re going to fix this.”

      “We’re all clear out there,” Neeve says through the earpiece.

      Seb starts the engine and the garage door opens up with a clunk and a screech. We follow the truck outside.

      The night sky is thick with dark clouds.

      Despite the shadows, we keep the headlights off.
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      Seb follows the route on the navigation, and soon the warehouses disappear, replaced by scrubland and thick leafy trees. The rough, pot-holed road turns into an even bumpier woodland track.

      I chew my nails, anxious.

      Every minute that passes brings us closer to Dad’s execution and The Triptych showdown with Aldrich – and possibly Edward.

      What if the coordinates are useless and the SLA aren’t there? What if we’re too late and the SLA have already left their base?

      We can’t afford the time for this trip unless it’s successful, but we can’t guarantee its success.

      “What do we tell the SLA about The Triptych?” Seb asks.

      “I don’t know yet,” I say.

      The journey passes in anxious silence. “We’re close,” Seb says, slowing the car.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” says the voice on the phone navigation, and my stomach flips.

      “I hope Edward was right about this location,” Seb says, moving the car off the track. Branches creak and snap against the windshield and under the tires as we force our way into the trees.

      “Let’s just get out and walk,” I say.

      We ditch the car.

      We walk until the trees thin out and the ground slopes down into a ravine. I slide on some loose shale and grab onto Seb, nearly pulling him down into the ravine with me. The flashlight falls from his hand and careers out of view.

      My heart pounds.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      “Just be careful,” he says. “I don’t want to have to carry you back.”

      The three of us inch down the slope until we come to an overhang. Beneath us is a long concrete pad leading to what looks like a subway.

      “Is that it?” I ask, looking for a way to jump down without breaking my neck.

      “Could be.”

      “How do we get to it?”

      “Over there,” Selena says, nodding to her right. The overhang is lower there. It looks like a tree has been struck by lightning, leaving its trunk hanging low near the concrete pad.

      We make our way over the thick trunk and jump down onto the concrete.

      The place seems too quiet.

      Seb retrieves the flashlight I dropped. It’s smashed, but the light still works.

      We creep toward the crumbling subway entrance.

      There are no guards.

      No signs of life at all.

      Suddenly, we hear a loud crunching noise, and a sleek black vehicle appears at the top of the ravine, only visible for a second before it accelerates and disappears into the night.

      Looking at each other, we head inside.

      There’s got to be someone here.

      The place smells of earth and rain. In the cracked beam of the flashlight, I can see walls with chipped white tiles covered in heavy graffiti. We pass an empty elevator shaft and rusting metal doors with heavy padlocks.

      Thirty yards in, the tunnel forks.

      "Left or right?" Selena asks under her breath.

      I look behind me. I can no longer see the entrance.

      I choose the left path just to keep moving.

      Ahead of us, we see a stack of heavyweight black and silver containers on wheels. Loose cables hang from the ceiling, and something shudders above us. Seb lifts the lid of one of the containers. “Drones,” he says. “Lots of them.”

      As we move on, the tunnel narrows and curves to the left.

      We stop when we hear voices up ahead.

      The voices quiet, as if they’ve heard our approach.

      “Let’s get closer,” I whisper, moving forward.

      “Wait,” Seb pulls me back, aiming the flashlight at the floor.

      Footsteps echo through the tunnel, coming closer.

      I tense, ready to use my Gift if I have to.

      A man in camouflage stops when he sees us.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      “We’re looking for Farah,” I say.

      “This is private property. You need to leave.”

      “Alice Jax sent us,” I say, remembering Mum’s words in Rivers’ simulation. “We have new information about Graham Jax.”

      “Listen, kid –”

      “Graham Jax is in far more danger than an execution,” Seb says. “Your whole mission is about to fall apart.”

      “I don’t think so,” the guard says.

      “We’re here to help,” I say, ignoring his derisive tone. “Just take us to Farah, please, and we’ll tell her what we know.”
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      The tunnel into the hidden headquarters opens up into a large cavern-like space set up like an operations room. I recognize it from the video call in the bot farm.

      There are desks full of computers, multiple easels supporting boards with photos, arrows, schedules, and a table in the center boasting a model of Central Square.

      A woman stands near the table, watching a red dot and lots of little green dots moving along a giant screen on the wall.

      I recognize Davis at the back of the room, talking into a phone. I wonder if Neeve has made contact.

      “Commander Reyes,” our escort calls out.

      The woman turns and moves in our direction.

      “I found them wandering out there,” our escort says, jerking his head at the tunnel. “They say Alice Jax sent them.”

      Farah’s black hair hangs loose around her shoulders. She’s wearing a khaki jumpsuit and black boots.

      "Thanks, Vince." She eyes us with interest, folding her arms across her chest. "Alice sent you?" she asks. "How do you know Alice?"

      "Neeve Law has been trying to contact you," I say urgently. "Your mission to extract Graham Jax from The Assembly is in trouble. Are you in contact with whoever is intercepting his truck?"

      “Okay, here’s how this works,” Farah says. “You come into my base, I ask the questions. Who are you? And how do you know Alice?” Her voice is calm, measured.

      “Seb Goodman,” Seb says.

      Farah frowns. “Why do I know that name?”

      “The Society issued orders for my arrest a couple of days ago,” he says.

      Farah raises an eyebrow. “Ah, yes,” she says. “According to the news reports, you stole important drugs, killed someone under your care, and then disappeared.”

      “I asked too many questions,” Seb says.

      Farah scoffs, fully aware that his explanation can’t be far from the truth. She turns to me. “And you are…?”

      “Leigh,” I lie, using my middle name. “Jackson. I’m a friend of Seb and Aura Jax.”

      “And I’m Selena Jax,” Selena says. “Aura’s sister.”

      “Jax only has one daughter,” Vince says, folding his arms across his chest.

      Farah gives Selena a hard look as she grabs a file from the desk and starts thumbing through it. “How do you know that name?” she asks Selena.

      “I’m her,” Selena says.

      “We don't have time for this, Commander,” Vince says.

      “Graham’s Memory Disk revealed a vague memory of a young girl who wasn’t Aurora,” Farah mutters. “We thought he was just getting confused. Thinking of Aurora. Living in the past, but…”

      She stops at a page filled with handwritten notes. I see SELENA??? scrawled at the bottom in capital letters.

      "Last week, you sent Alice Jax a phone hidden in a bouquet," I say, taking a different tack. "You told her to call you, and when she did, the number was dead. We couldn't know that if she hadn't given us that information."

      “Let’s get you to the rendezvous point for Fort Saph right away,” she says, looking at Selena. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Selena says stubbornly.

      “She stays with us,” I say at the same time.

      Farah snaps the file shut. “Okay, let's rewind, shall we?”

      She looks at each of us. “What makes you think this mission is in trouble?”

      “Can we talk privately?” I ask.

      “Jax’s Memory Disk is in,” Davis calls from across the room.

      Farah glances at her watch.

      “Kids, my team are experienced soldiers,” she says. “We have people working for us at every point on Graham’s journey from his cell to the stage at Central Square. My extraction team left hours ago, and they’re almost in place. I have a second decoy team on standby. I’m expecting a call any minute to say that we have Graham.”

      “You don’t understand –” I say.

      “Are you talking about this new weapon that Neeve already warned us about?” Farah asks.

      “Yes, you could call it that,” I say. “But –”

      “We’ve been planning this extraction since the day of Graham’s arrest,” Farah says. “Look around you. We have BlastGlass, InvisiDrones –”

      “They won’t work against The Triptych.”

      I just say it.

      She looks up at me sharply. “I’m sorry?”

      For the first time since we arrived, Farah seems ruffled.

      “Do you know what that is?” I ask.

      She pauses. "An Influencer, a Prophet, and a Savant." She says the words slowly as if she's pulling up a very old memory.

      “I’m an Influencer, and Seb is a Prophet,” I say. “And there are more Gifted people like us being forced to use their Gifts for The Society.”

      Farah slowly shakes her head.

      “Extraction team is in place,” Davis shouts.

      Farah glances at her watch again then looks at us. “Right on time.”

      “Commander, I’ve had the same vision over and over for the past two hours,” Seb says. “It reveals Graham Jax, on stage, in front of the firing squad. The extraction you’re planning doesn’t happen.”

      Vince snickers at the word ‘vision.’

      “Want me to get rid of them?” he mutters in Farah’s ear.

      “These visions of yours, are they ever wrong?” Farah asks, shooting Vince a look.

      “Sometimes there are variations,” Seb says. “But this one is always the same. It feels… inevitable.”

      Farah presses her lips together, and I hear her thought loud and clear.

      … no time for this…

      “You say you’ve been working on this mission for five years,” I say, looking at her. “Can’t you employ some kind of backup plan?”

      Vince looks disgusted. “You can’t be taking this seriously, Commander?”

      “You’re running out of time,” I say, and she frowns. “If you don’t take it very seriously, we’re all in trouble.”

      Vince snorts.

      “Fine.” I lock onto Vince’s mind with mine. “I’ll show you.”

      Raw energy courses through me as I focus on all of the tiny electrical impulses that make up his body.

      Using my mind as a lever, I lift him from the floor and watch him hover helplessly.

      After all of the training I’ve been through, using my Gift seems as effortless to me as opening my eyes.

      Time has slowed.

      I’m in complete control.

      Farah and Davis stand at the periphery of my vision, their mouths hanging open.

      I send a jolt of energy toward Vince.

      He shoots backward into the wall as if he’s been scissor-kicked in the chest.

      My ears roar as time rights itself.

      Davis charges toward Vince.

      Farah looks at me in shock.

      Davis helps Vince up from the floor. “What did you do to him?” he demands.

      I ignore him and focus on Farah. “That’s just a tiny picture of what you’re up against,” I say, breathing heavily. “That is why your plan isn’t going to work. Now, do you have a Plan B or not?”
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      “They need locking up!” Vince says, clutching his chest. “She could have killed me!”

      I look at him, half-wishing I’d hit him harder.

      “I could have. I didn’t.”

      “Shut up, Vince,” Farah says, her demeanor deadly serious now. Vince grumbles something in response.

      The Commander turns back to me. “Okay, I’m listening. If what you say is true, a Plan B wouldn’t hurt.” She rubs her face. “What do you know? How do we fight this?”

      "There are two men working against you," I say. "One of them wants to make Graham a martyr and frame the SLA for it. The other – Dr. Calvin Aldrich – wants to depose Robert Wolfe and gain complete control of The Society. He’s creating some kind of blueprint to control the wider world. Both of them are planning to have a Triptych tonight.”

      Farah swallows. “Calvin Aldrich has a Triptych?”

      “We are ready to fight both Triptychs if we have to,” I say, hoping that Neeve will get to Edward so it won’t come to that. “But we need your help. This is a new threat, Commander, and if you don’t adjust your plan, you’re going to lose Graham. You need to be ready to face an attack you may not even see coming.”

      “Has Aldrich ever mentioned ‘Trontan?’” Farah asks in a low voice.

      I frown. “No – yes – why?”

      Her eyes widen. "Okay. Davis, adjust the plan," she says, looking at her second-in-command. "We need to locate these Triptychs tonight and get them out of The Society."

      “We can help you find them at The Assembly,” Seb says.

      “And everything else should go ahead as you planned,” I tell her. “Get Alice Jax’s memory disk out across the screens – and figure out a way to protect Graham’s life even if the extraction doesn’t work.”

      “The footage is ready,” she says, “but from what you’ve just told me, keeping Graham alive is going to be a challenge.”

      “You have people on the inside, right?” Seb asks. “Can you get your hands on a GrapheneSkin for Graham?”

      I frown. “A GrapheneSkin?”

      “To protect his head and his vital organs,” he says. “It’ll make him bulletproof.” Seb’s phone rings. He passes it to me. “It’s Neeve.”

      “We need a GrapheneSkin – Vince, get on it, now,” Farah shouts.

      “Neeve, where are you?” I say into the phone.

      “Did you find the SLA?” she asks.

      "We're with Commander Reyes now," I say, looking at Farah.

      "Listen, I'm stuck. Somebody ran me off the road," Neeve says. "There are crowds everywhere. I'll never get to my father in time."

      “Neeve, what do you want me to do?”
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      “There’s a Facility for Gifted people like us,” I tell Farah. “Neeve was on her way there to talk her father down.”

      Farah frowns. “Her father? I didn’t know –”

      "He hasn't spoken to you," I say. "But he's the one who wants to make Graham a martyr. He has schizophrenia – multiple personality disorder – and he's not in his right mind."

      I hand her the USB with Edward's confession.

      "There's a recorded confession on here. You need to see it."

      Farah looks at the USB. "We'll deal with Neeve's father once Graham is safe. Hopefully, she can bring him in quietly." She puts the USB in her pocket.

      "Can somebody get Neeve on speakerphone?" she shouts.

      “Jax is leaving the Eden Wing,” Davis says.

      Farah closes her eyes and presses her fingers into her temples. “How do you know about this Facility? Where is it?”

      “I was a medic,” Seb says before I have to answer. “Aldrich had me working with the Savant there. It’s hidden near Edcal Pharmaceuticals.”

      “And the Gifted people who will form these Triptychs could still be there?” Farah asks.

      “Yes,” Seb says.

      “Farah –” Vince says.

      “What?” she snaps.

      "There's something wrong…"

      The red and green lights on the screen have disappeared. The tech keeps changing the view, but the screen remains dark.

      “Are we offline?” Farah asks.

      “No.”

      She takes out her phone and dials.

      Nobody picks up.

      “Has anyone heard from them?” Farah asks her team.

      “Not in the last ten minutes,” Vince says.

      “Bring up the other asset locations,” she says.

      He shakes his head. “We can’t.”

      “You can’t?” she asks.

      “They’ve all gone dark.” Vince punches a code into the keyboard. “Let’s try the tracking signature on the vehicle.”

      I look at Seb.

      He returns my look, stony-faced.

      “I’ve got Neeve on speaker,” Davis shouts.

      Farah runs her hands through her hair. “Hello, Neeve?”

      “Commander Reyes?”

      “Neeve, I’m with Seb Goodman, Leigh Jackson, and Selena Jax,” Farah says. “They tell me you’re on the way to a Facility –”

      “I’m not going to make it in time,” Neeve says.

      “I know,” Farah says. “Listen, I’m going to send a team to Edcal to find the place. I’ll have them pick you up on their way.”

      “Have you seen my father’s confession?” Neeve asks.

      “That can wait,” Farah says. “Leigh and Seb have explained the situation. We’ll try to get you to him before anything happens.”

      “There,” Vince says, and the glowing shape of a truck moving along a road appears on the screen. “They’re on course,” he says. “We just can’t contact them – or see anything else moving out there.” He slams his fist on the table in frustration. “It’s reminding me of the last time we – "

      “Sit tight, Neeve,” Farah interrupts him, ending the call with Neeve. She puts a hand on Vince’s arm. “Keep trying. Let me know the second anything changes.” She grabs a long black leather jacket from the back of a chair.

      “Where are you going?” Davis asks.

      “Central Square,” Farah says.

      “You can’t go in there,” Vince says. “This is completely off-book!”

      “What do you suggest?” she asks. “Maybe we should just hope for the best? If this plan is changing, I’ll be more help on the ground than in this bunker.”

      Embarrassed, he doesn’t respond.

      Farah puts the jacket on. “Get a team over to Edcal to find this Facility. I want them to pick up Neeve and anyone else they find inside – and I want a comms link that will let me see and hear everything.”

      Vince opens his mouth to protest.

      Farah levels him with a glare.

      “… And keep me in the loop with what’s happening with the extraction vehicle. Those are orders,” she says. “Get it done.”
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      Farah leads us to a hangar full of large square cubes.

      She taps something on the side of the nearest cube, and it transforms before our eyes into a sleek, angular truck. A second tap transforms it into a small military aircraft.

      “Wow,” Seb says, looking at Selena and me.

      “These babies can handle any terrain – air, land, or sea,” Farah tells us as the doors slide open. We pile into the cockpit, Farah at the controls, the three of us behind her.

      Farah starts the aircraft. It hums and then hovers above the ground for a few seconds before shooting straight upward through a circular space in the hangar roof into the inky black night.

      Reminded of my drone escape from the Inner Sanctum, I look down to see the hangar roof closing up behind us, the opening blending in with the darkened landscape below.

      We bank right.

      “If this extraction works, what happens once you get Graham out?” Seb asks.

      “We have a new home and identities waiting in Fort Saph for him and his family,” she says, glancing at Selena. “And we’ll arrange papers for you and Leigh as well. I’m not leaving Gifted people in the Society if I can help it.”

      “We’d never even heard of Fort Saph until… this week,” Seb says. “What is it like?”

      “Well, it’s not The Society,” Farah says absently, punching a button on the dashboard. A news report appears on a holographic screen. “Take a look.”

      This isn’t the Society News.

      It’s a live news show from Fort Saph. The station logo in the upper left corner identifies the source as FSBC.

      The anchor reports on Dad's execution and calls it a travesty – an abuse of human rights to establish a more complete tyranny within The Society.

      I will myself not to cry.

      I feel vindicated. Cleansed.

      There isn’t anything wrong with me, or Mum, or Dad. The problem lies with The Society itself, with the thought-censoring and the pre-defined rules Robert – or Aldrich? – created to take total control.

      “Did Da – Graham know about Fort Saph?” I ask, my eyes clamped on the screen.

      “He grew up there. But he thought The Society could be saved, so he stayed here even after Robert Wolfe took power,” Farah says with a sigh.

      Selena catches my eye. Dad grew up in Fort Saph?

      “He wouldn’t give up on the people here just to keep himself safe.”

      “Why didn’t they help us?” Seb looks gut-punched and angry. “If Fort Saph has known all along about what’s been going on in The Society, why didn’t they step in?”

      “President Kinskey has tried,” Farah says. “Without her, this mission would have been canceled years ago. We hoped that the discovery of Alice Jax’s Memory Disk would be enough to get what’s left of the OCA on board for a total takedown, but they’re afraid of retaliation.”

      “Retaliation from who?” Seb asks. “And what’s the OCA?”

      "The Open Cities Alliance," she explains. "A trans-national group that broke apart after the Great Unrest. We're too divided on too much, and Trontan knows it. It keeps us weak, and he’s using that against us."

      “Wait, Trontan is a person?” I ask, stunned.

      Farah glances at me. “You really don’t know, do you? Trontan is the AI leader of Sybas,” she says, “the world’s most powerful city. He’s trying to bring the whole world under Sybas’ rule, and he’s believed to be immortal.”

      Seb exhales next to me.

      Selena’s eyes are wide.

      My head is spinning again.

      Trontan, Sybas, the OCA…

      “There’s a whole world out there,” I say.

      “Yes,” Farah says, “but Fort Saph is one of the last free Cities. And based on what you’ve told me today, if Trontan gets control of even one Triptych, he'll be able to end freedom for everyone. We need to get these Gifted people out of his reach.”

      Aldrich’s cryptic words from The Facility drift into my head. “I'm working with a higher power…”

      The radio crackles an interruption, and a transparent holographic screen appears in the cockpit.

      "Comms with the Edcal team are live," says Vince. "And they have Neeve."

      “Thanks, Vince,” Farah says.

      She glances back at Seb and me.

      “I didn’t think Alice had received my message,” she says quietly. “I’m glad she sent you.”

      “How do you know my mum?” Selena asks.

      “Through your dad,” she says. “His sister and I were good friends.”

      I frown. “Graham has a sister?”

      “Gia,” she says. “His twin.”

      Gia Jax.

      The red-haired woman standing next to Dad in the SLA photo.

      “Where is she now?” Seb asks.

      Farah sighs. “She was killed by a man called Albert Hickman fifteen years ago.”
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      Seb grips my hand. Keep it together, he says.

      I try to catch my breath, throwing my own words back at him telepathically. I didn’t even know my dad had a sister!

      “Why?” I ask, my mind racing.

      Farah looks at me and then Selena. “I don’t know if –”

      “I want to know,” Selena says. “I’m not just a little kid.”

      Farah sighs. "Your dad’s sister was one of the SLA's top analysts. She recruited Albert, who we thought was a Worker from the Old City, to work for us," she says. "He was a good recruit. So good, in fact, that none of us even suspected his loyalties lay with The Society.”

      She rubs her forehead. “After a year with the SLA, Albert and Gia became a couple, and Gia got pregnant.”

      There’s pain in her voice now.

      “Albert’s recruitment and rise to leadership, his sympathy with our cause, even his relationship with Gia – it was all just an operation orchestrated by Robert Wolfe to take the SLA down.

      “No,” Selena whispers next to me.

      "The SLA was a big organization then. We worked underground with the OCA to resist Robert's growing power. And despite Sybas' interference, we were only a few months away from stopping him entirely."

      She scoffs. “He calls our fight for freedom in your City ‘the Great Unrest,’” she says, “and he tells The Society that he ended a rebellion.”

      She is quiet for a moment.

      “But that’s not the real story. Robert ordered Albert to obliterate the SLA from the inside.”

      She swallows.

      “Gia was three months pregnant when Albert disabled our communications and launched stealth attacks to destroy all of our bases and kill most of our people over a 24-hour period – but he left a few loose ends.”

      She swallows.

      “Some of our people – including Gia – escaped the attacks and went after Hickman, but we were too late."

      “What happened?” I ask.

      She looks at Selena.

      “When Gia confronted Albert, he shot her so he could get away. By the time we got to her, she and the baby were already dead, and Hickman was gone for good. No one has seen him since.”

      Because Aldrich put him in a bunker with Edward’s memory disk.

      Nobody speaks.

      The SLA survived Hickman’s ‘obliteration.’

      Hickman failed his mission and his friends.

      I look at Seb, thinking of Eleanor Bird’s punishment for defying Robert.

      Had Hickman been sent to the Eden Wing for his failure?

      What did Aldrich find in Albert’s memory disk?

      Edward’s… Albert’s words echo in my mind.

      Kill or be killed… They’ll never forgive me…

      No wonder Hickman wants to take The Society down – and Dad and the SLA with it.

      The Society took his whole life.

      And now he’s using Edward to get his revenge.

      A live camera view flashes onto the holographic screen.

      Farah’s team have arrived at Edcal. I can see Neeve with them, armed and alert.

      If they find Edward and remove his mask, they might kill him, thinking he’s Albert Hickman.

      “Neeve’s father,” I say. “Farah, you need to watch this confession –”

      “Talk to us, Commander,” a voice says, cutting me off.

      Farah turns to Seb and me. “Where is this Facility?”

      Seb directs the soldiers to the hidden entrance.

      "It's the schizophrenia," I say, but there's too much going on.

      Farah is no longer listening to me. The team reaches the entrance.

      “He thinks he’s –”

      The doors to The Facility have already been blown open.

      “We’re too late,” Neeve shouts.

      My stomach drops.

      “Be careful of the lasers,” Seb warns.

      “There are no lasers,” the soldier says. “No power either.”

      A burst of light fills the screen as a flashlight comes on. The beam illuminates the corridor leading into the cafeteria.

      There are bodies on the floor.

      The soldier turns one of them over.

      Echo.

      “I’ve got a short-circuited AI,” the soldier says.

      He leans over the body next to Echo.

      Elizabeth.

      “We have a dead female.”

      I swallow. She didn't deserve to die just for being there.

      Two Micropets dart past the soldiers toward freedom.

      “I don’t think there's anyone left here alive, Farah,” the soldier says.

      “Keep looking,” she says.

      The team checks the empty labs and Echo's office, which is also empty, except for the python curled at the bottom of its tank.

      “Where was the Influencer?” Farah asks us.

      “Straight ahead through the double doors, and take a right,” Seb says. “There’s an infirmary there.”

      The AI nurse is down and the crib is empty.

      There’s another body facedown on the floor.

      The soldier rolls him over, and my breath catches on a lump in my throat.

      Jimi.

      He’d tried to save baby Aurora.

      Seb squeezes my hand, giving me a knowing look.

      He’d seen it already in his visions.

      “Check the pods on the first floor,” he says.

      The soldiers troop upstairs, past another dead Prophet – the wrinkled woman who had eavesdropped on Charlie and me that first day. The doors to all of the pods are open.

      “Look in pod 12,” I say with a sense of foreboding.

      “Empty,” the soldier says.

      The screen shows an image of my former pod, the bedclothes strewn on the floor, blood on the pillow. The soldier enters the bathroom and then opens the closet where a single uniform hangs. There's nobody there.

      “We’re too late,” I say under my breath.

      “Hopefully she – you – ran,” Seb whispers in my ear.

      Unless Aldrich already had me at The Assembly.

      Do we really have the strength to take on two Triptychs?

      "We're going to need Neeve with us at The Assembly," I tell Farah. My stomach churns, thinking of what is to come. "Can your team get her to Central Square?"

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she says.

      The soldiers search the other rooms, but all of them are empty.

      And there’s still no sign of Leo.

      “There were more cells in the basement,” I say, hoping desperately that he’s somehow safe. “There was another boy. A Worker Aldrich was keeping prisoner.”

      The soldiers check all of the basement cells but come up empty again.

      “He’s still there,” Selena whispers, next to me.

      “What?”

      She has her eyes closed, and she’s sitting very still.

      “There’s no one else here, Farah,” the soldier says.

      “Wait,” I say, looking at Selena.

      “The office with the snake,” Selena says.

      “The office. With the python,” I say. “Check in there again. We missed something.”

      The soldier goes back into the office.

      “It’s empty. I repeat, it’s empty.”

      “Under the desk,” Selena says.

      Farah is looking at Selena strangely. “Check under the desk,” she says slowly.

      The soldier pulls out the chair and then gets down on his hands and knees.

      He finds a cage behind a set of dummy drawers beneath the desk.

      Leo is inside.

      “Here!” the soldier shouts. He pulls the cage out from under the desk. It’s the size of something that you might keep a small MicroPet in. Leo is naked, curled up into a ball, and unconscious.

      As the soldier pulls out a set of pliers and snips away at the bars of the cage, Leo’s eyes flicker weakly.

      He’s covered in cuts and bruises, but he’s alive.

      “It's alright, son,” the soldier mutters to Leo. “You’re going to be alright.”

      He prises the bars apart enough to get Leo out.

      “I need a blanket! Now!” he shouts.

      “Opal,” Leo murmurs.

      “Is he one of the Gifted?” Farah asks.

      “No. His sister Opal is,” I tell Farah. “She should have been in pod 12.”

      The soldier wraps Leo up in a blanket. “Get him medical attention,” Farah says. “I need Neeve in Central Square once you’re done there. Keep me informed.”
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      The camera feed disappears.

      Farah looks back at us, her eyes serious. "Let's get out of here. Graham needs us."

      Out the window, I see the distant amber glow of the Golden Belt rushing closer.

      Farah pushes a button on the dash, and the nose and the wings of the craft pixelate and become invisible before our eyes, hiding us behind some kind of next-generation Camofilm.

      “Where will we land?” Seb asks as the outskirts of the Golden Belt appear below us.

      “These vehicles lock together like building blocks,” Farah says, changing the view on the dashcam. “I’m just going to use our extraction vehicle as a landing pad.”

      Farah still seems confident the extraction will work, but I can’t see us flying out of here with Dad, no matter how much I want to believe it.

      The phone on the dash rings.

      “Vince?” Farah asks, putting it on speaker.

      Vince sighs down the line. “I’ve tried to get a message to the Telepathe team about the GrapheneSkin, but I have no way of knowing if they got it – I only have visuals of our vehicles, and we still have no comms to warn the truck,” he says. “This is a mess, Farah. Listen, if you’re able to land on top of the extraction vehicle, you’ll be able to –”

      "Already ahead of you," she says, calm despite the bad news. "Thanks for the update, Vince. I'm latching onto the EV right now."

      “Be careful.”

      The rapid descent toward the road makes my stomach churn.

      There’s a gentle thud and a scraping sound as we lock onto the extraction vehicle. I lurch forward in my seat as we begin moving quickly in a horizontal direction.

      “Come in, Extraction Team,” Farah says, taking her hands off the dash and turning on another screen. We now have a visual of the vehicle below us.

      Inside there are six soldiers, all dressed as Cogs.

      There’s no sound.

      “Come in, extraction team,” she says again.

      We hear a loud hiss and a crackle.

      “– lo?”

      “This is Farah. Do you copy?”

      “Farah, this is Zachary. What’s going on?”

      I exhale. Finally, they can hear us.

      “Zachary, listen to me,” Farah says. “We have reason to believe that your vehicle will be hijacked once Graham has been picked up.”

      “By whom, Commander?”

      “If it happens, I’m ordering you to stand down. I don’t want to start a gunfight and alert the government that something is wrong. In that scenario, we all end up dead.”

      “Commander –”

      “I also had Vince request a GrapheneSkin for Graham.”

      “We took a surprise drone delivery a few minutes ago,” Zachary says. “We have the GrapheneSkin.”

      “Good. How far are we from the pick-up point?”

      “Three minutes. Can I confirm you want us to let Graham go without a fight?”

      “I hope we can fly out of here as planned, but if Graham is taken before we get off the ground, we will have to redirect and extract him at the earliest opportunity during The Assembly. Make sure you get that GrapheneSkin on him.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      Selena squeezes my hand. I look at Seb. His face is tense.

      “Sixty seconds until the rendezvous.”

      I can’t relax. My mind is racing at a hundred miles an hour.

      Somewhere belowground, Dad is hurtling toward us.

      “Do you think Dad will remember me?” Selena whispers, cutting into my thoughts.

      How do I answer that?

      Before his arrest, Dad had a Radotripsy procedure to wipe Selena from his Memory Disk and protect her from the government.

      He might not remember her.

      Still, from my experience in Opal’s body, I'm beginning to realize that our memories are more than what is stored on a Memory Disk.

      “I think he will, Selena. But even if he doesn’t, we’re going to get him back and get to know him again and give him everything that he’s missed out on all these years,” I whisper, looking back at her. “We’ll make new memories.”

      “Ten seconds,” comes the voice from below.

      The vehicles slow and then stop.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, heart pounding.

      Farah changes the view on the screen to a split-screen so that we can see outside of the vehicle. We’ve pulled into an underground loading bay.

      The soldiers from the vehicle below us jump out onto the tarmac and wait. SLA drones hover around us, recording footage of the escape to send to The Society screens along with Mum’s memory disk.

      “How did you intercept the Cogs who were supposed to be picking him up?” I ask.

      “President Kinskey and I have been working with our undercover operatives on every detail of this mission for years,” Farah says, not taking her eyes off the screen. “There were no Cogs to intercept. These are all our people.”

      Then I see him.

      “Here he is,” Farah says.

      Two of Farah’s “Cogs” lead Dad toward the truck with manacles around his ankles and wrists.

      Selena gasps.

      He’s a thin wraith of a man, not the strong, laughing Dad that she remembers.

      “This is the first time he’s been outside of the Eden Wing in five years,” Farah says, giving her a sympathetic look.

      Farah zooms in on Dad’s face.

      He looks around in wonder.

      “You’re going to be okay, my friend,” she says under her breath.

      The face on screen is more like the Dad I knew.

      He is no longer the confused, vacant man I saw in the Eden Wing. Today he is aware of exactly what’s going on.

      I wonder how long it’s been since he remembered.

      There’s some discussion amongst the soldiers, and finally, Dad is in the truck beneath us. The doors close, and the Eden Wing “Cogs” retreat to their base.

      “We’ve got him,” Zachary says.

      My eyes fill with tears as Dad starts to hug the people from the extraction team.

      “Graham, it’s Farah,” she says into the mic.

      He looks up at the screen. “How?” he asks, bewildered.

      “Kinskey came good,” Farah says. “But it’s not over yet. Keep your wits about you, guys. As soon as you’re out in the open, you go dark, and you fly.”
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      I can’t believe Dad is here, sitting in the vehicle below us.

      I watch on our screen as the soldiers remove their helmets.

      Zachary shakes Dad’s hand.

      Someone hands him the GrapheneSkin.

      Someone else offers him water and something to eat.

      “Do you want to talk to him?” Farah asks Selena. I look at Selena and nod. I wish I could talk to him too – but I’m not myself here.

      “Graham,” Farah says over the intercom. “We have your daughter here.”

      “Aura?” He looks up at the camera.

      “Selena,” Selena says.

      A look of confusion – and then realization – flickers across his face.

      “Selena,” he says slowly, as if he’s trying the idea on for size.

      “Hi, Dad,” she says.

      “Can we get her on the screen?” he says, looking around him.

      “You probably don’t remember me,” she says, a little louder this time.

      I hold back a sob.

      “That doesn’t matter, Sunshine,” he says, using his pet nickname for her. Does he remember?

      “What matters is we’re going to be together again. We’re going to make so many new memories when all this is over.”

      He’s still him, just as hopeful as he’s always been.

      Selena swipes at a tear as the screen goes dark and then lights up again. Fear runs through me.

      “What about Alice and Aura?” Dad asks. “Where are they?”

      “We have a plan to extract them once you’re safe,” Farah says.

      “Extract them from where?” he asks. “Why aren’t they with you?”

      “You’ll be fully debriefed once we’re out of here,” Farah says.

      “Farah –” he starts to protest.

      “Graham, they’re safe,” she says in a warning tone.

      I don’t know whether Dad believes her lie, but he doesn’t argue.

      “Tell him to put on the GrapheneSkin,” I say to Selena.

      She nods. “Dad, please put on the GrapheneSkin.”

      He frowns.

      "Graham," Farah says, "there's a high risk we'll be intercepted. Don't take any chances."

      “We’re almost ready for take-off,” Zachary says. “Ninety seconds until we’re clear.”

      Dad removes his shirt and pulls the GrapheneSkin over his head. The thin gray material covers his head and his torso for a moment before absorbing into his skin and becoming invisible.

      I relax a little bit.

      “Once we have some clearance, we’ll unhook and head over to Central Square so you can find Neeve,” Farah says, her voice low. “I’ll check on the media team and the team extracting Alice and Aura.”

      She glances out of the window.

      “Can I count on you to help me locate the Gifted people?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say automatically.

      “We’ll keep in touch the whole time,” Farah says.

      I hope so.

      The amber glow of the Golden Belt filters through the windows as we come out of the underpass.

      A drone follows alongside us.

      “Is that yours?” I ask Farah.

      “No,” she says. “It isn’t.”

      The intercom buzzes in the cockpit. “Society News following you, Farah.”

      “I see them.” She presses a button on the dash. “Stay on the ground, fellas. We have eyes on us.”

      “Yes, commander.”

      The drone follows alongside for an excruciating sixty seconds and then drops suddenly from the sky and lands on the roadside.

      “Looks like they ran out of juice,” Farah mutters.

      My heart starts to race.

      This is what happened when Neeve and I were outside of Hansel’s place.

      There’s a Savant nearby, I say to Seb.

      He nods.

      If Albert Hickman is going to intercept us, now would be the time. I grip the leather seat, bracing myself.

      “We’re clear,” Farah says to the soldiers below, and I hear faint applause. “I’m disconnecting now to check on the other teams for phase two. No stopping until you land in Fort Saph.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      There’s a clunk as our craft disconnects from the vehicle below and shoots up into the air, away from danger.

      “Are they following?” I ask. Then I see the shape of the second craft in the window.

      They’re really flying Dad out of here.

      It feels like a miracle.

      “It looks like we didn’t have to worry after all,” Farah says, looking at us over her shoulder with a grin.

      She bangs a hand on the dashboard.

      I give her a tense smile and look at Seb. “Has your vision changed?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. “It doesn’t make sense – maybe I’m just worried about Graham for you.”

      I chew my lip, thinking of my dream with Rivers. I won’t relax until there are a few more miles between Dad’s craft and The Golden Belt.

      Hickman doesn’t have an aircraft, I tell myself.

      He can’t follow them where they’re going.

      But where is he?

      Is Edward still fighting him? Has he somehow managed to overpower him? Or did Hickman just miscalculate?

      My mind is whirring.

      Who has baby Aurora?

      And where is Opal’s body with my Memory Disk in it?

      No, this isn’t over yet.

      I close my eyes and hold onto the fact that right now, we have Dad, and he’s on his way to safety.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      I feel warmth underneath my nose and wipe away something that darkens my hand.

      Blood...

      There’s a sudden screech, and my eyes fly open. The craft starts to shake in the air just as a stabbing pain wracks my head.

      “What the –” Farah says, trying to right the craft.

      The internal lights die, and the power fades.

      My ears pop as we start to go down.

      But this isn’t falling.

      We’re rewinding.
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      I look around me wildly. Selena, Farah, and Seb are frozen in position. Outside the window, I watch the world pass back the way we came in stuttering movements.

      A metallic ache hums through my head.

      Something is pulling us back through time, and I can’t stop it.

      I close my eyes again and try to concentrate over my panic, try to make a connection with the thought imprints around me – Hansel, baby Aurora, a whole host of Prophets, and a warring juxtaposition of Edward Law and Albert Hickman – but I’ve been caught off guard, and I’m as powerless as if I just had one of Aldrich’s injections.

      I know who is here – so I know it’s not Aldrich’s Triptych – but I still can’t find anything to connect to.

      Our craft reconnects with the extraction vehicle with a soft clunk and begins moving backward, creating an out-of-body sensation. The Society TV drone reappears for a moment and then falls back to the ground, its electrics fried by the timeline.

      We back toward the hangar tunnel, and then we stop.

      Unfrozen now, Farah looks around the craft as if waking from a dream. Seb and Selena’s noses are bleeding like mine.

      Farah looks out of the window. “Why have we stopped?” she shouts.

      Three Society vehicles appear out of the darkness. One roars into place in front of us, one behind, and one on the side with the sliding door.

      “They’re coming for D – Graham,” I choke.

      And Albert Hickman is using The Triptych to make them do it.

      I tense, ready to fight.

      Don’t waste your power now, Seb says telepathically, putting a hand on my arm.

      But –

      Whatever we do, your dad is going to end up on that stage. Save your strength. We’ll need it to save him.

      I see movement outside the window as a small group of Cogs rush toward the vehicle underneath us.

      A Cog positions a Gas Wrench in the corner of the extraction vehicle’s darkened side window.

      Farah frantically tries to get comms. The screen flickers to life, then flickers off. Parts of the picture pixelate in. The rest is black.

      Everyone in the vehicle beneath us is still frozen.

      “You're under attack!” she says. “Come in. You’re under attack!”

      The system is jammed.

      The EV window dissolves.

      The soldiers inside don’t move a muscle. Dad looks similarly catatonic.

      One of the Cogs reaches in to open the door, and Farah shakes her head in disbelief as they breach the vehicle.

      “What the hell just happened?” Farah says. “We were just on our way out!”

      I wipe the blood from my nose and look her in the eye. “The Triptych happened.”
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      “What do we do now?” Farah shouts as Dad is hauled out of the vehicle below, his GrapheneSkin ripped off and discarded. “This is crazy.”

      “We need to get to The Assembly,” I say. “It’s the only way we can save Graham.”

      And Edward…

      Farah shakes her head, her face drawn. “You couldn’t stop what just happened,” she says. “What makes you think you can stop what’s about to happen?”

      She’s scared now.

      Her fear makes me go cold.

      “We have to pick our battles,” Seb says calmly. “And this wasn’t it. They were going to take Graham no matter what we did.”

      “And what about Graham’s execution?” Farah asks angrily. “Is that inevitable?”

      “No,” Seb says. “It isn’t.”

      We lock eyes as Edward’s original execution story enters our minds at the same time.

      I wonder…

      Will Albert Hickman stand down if he thinks that Dad is already dead?

      “Farah, could you get another sniper into position with a tranquilizer gun?” I ask. “To make it look like Graham has been executed?”

      “Yes,” she says without hesitation. “But what about the snipers in the den? The kill-shot and the backup? How do we stop them? We’re good, but we didn’t plan for this.”

      “We’ll take care of them,” I say.

      “You can do that?” she asks.

      “If your team can get Graham off the stage once he’s been hit with the tranquilizer dart,” I say, “we will shield you from The Triptychs so you can get Alice and Aura out too.”

      “I’m not comfortable with Selena being out there,” Farah says. “She’s too young.”

      “I’m not either,” I say, looking at my sister. The thought of her in the midst of all that’s about to happen makes me feel sick. “But we’re going to need her.”

      Selena nods. “And I want to help.”

      Seb’s phone buzzes. “Neeve is at Central Square,” he says, looking at the screen.

      “Tell her we’ll be there soon,” I say.

      “What do I tell my team?” Farah asks. “How do I explain The Triptych?”

      “Tell them it’s the weapon that Neeve has warned you about,” I say. “Tell them it’s the reason Graham is going to end up on that stage. And tell them to hurry. Please.”

      Farah sighs. “Okay.” She rubs her forehead, obviously out of her depth now. “Here goes nothing.”

      She jumps down onto the ground and we follow. Seb helps Selena down. The soldiers in the EV are starting to regain consciousness.

      “What happened?” one of them asks.

      I recognize Zachary from the screen.

      “Where’s Graham?” he asks, looking around wildly.

      “They took him,” Farah says.

      “Who took him? And… how?” he asks, disoriented. “We were flying –”

      “Three Society trucks with real CSOs. Someone who wants Graham Jax dead has a new, extremely powerful weapon,” Farah says.

      “Which is what, exactly?” one of the men asks.

      “It’s mind control.” She looks at me. I nod in confirmation. “It’s unlike any weapon we’ve ever seen. It doesn’t kill people – it just forces change. And apparently,” she says, straightening her shoulders, “it can reverse time too.”

      The soldiers look at her and each other, trying to understand the explanation.

      “This weapon pulled us out of the air and knocked you all unconscious so they could take Graham,” she says.

      The crew stares at her, silent.

      Zachary rubs his face with his hand. "How do we stop them?"

      “We let them think they’ve won,” Farah says. “According to Selena’s friends here, the people who took Graham want to make him a martyr. So we’re going to have to let them think they have one. But as soon as we have one of the vehicles back online, we’re going into Central Square to make sure Graham doesn’t die.”

      She shifts into command mode. “Zachary, arrange a sniper with tranquilizer darts behind the scenes at The Assembly.”

      “On it,” Zachary says.

      “We’re going to need another vehicle,” one of the other soldiers says, shutting a control panel in the truck. “These are fried.”

      Farah squeezes her eyes shut. “Get on to Vince, now. We don’t have much time.”

      She paces as the soldiers roll the malfunctioned vehicles off the road, and we wait for the new craft to arrive.

      “Replacement vehicle arrives in sixty seconds,” Zachary says. “Get ready to move.”

      Seb is quiet. Selena and I shiver in the dark as we wait for the new vehicle.

      “What if I’m not strong enough, Aura?” she asks under her breath.

      “You’re a Jax,” I say, linking my arm through hers, “You’re stronger than you know.”

      A rush of warm air envelops us as the replacement vehicle descends.

      Farah approaches. “Our tranquilizer sniper is in place,” she says. “It’s up to you guys now. Let’s not let Graham down.”

      The replacement vehicle lands.

      “Masks on, earpieces in,” Farah shouts. “Nobody so much as sneezes without my say-so.”

      She looks at Seb, Selena, and me. “Let’s go stand up to The Triptych.”
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      Our mood on the way to Central Square is intense. We fly at lightning speed until we are within walking distance. Vince lands the invisible craft on a deserted golf course, where it splits into two vehicles.

      “Zachary, Ash, and Miller – you cover the kids on the ground. Don’t take your eyes off them. If you need to take someone out to keep them safe, do it,” Farah says. “They’re going to ID some other individuals who we need to be ready to extract. Listen for their instructions.”

      “Yes, Commander,” the three men say in unison.

      “I’ll run point on the stage operation with Tula. We focus on Alice and Aura. Vince, you’re at the controls. Connie, you’re with us until we have Graham again – do me a favor and check in with the media team again. Whatever happens, we need them ready to roll.”

      Connie nods. “Yes, Commander.”

      “The sniper is in position,” Tula says.

      Farah hands Seb, Selena, and me oval-shaped pieces of tissue-thin material.

      “What are these?” Seb asks.

      “FaceReplace Masks." She holds one to her face, and the mask melts onto it like a second skin, immediately transforming her features and making her unrecognizable. "The faces change every twenty minutes and they’re embedded with tracking software so we can monitor your position."

      We put the masks on.

      I look at Seb and Selena.

      They look like completely different people.

      I wish Edward had known about this before I had to sneak into The Society in Alex Harper’s body.

      Farah hands us earpieces and another mask.

      “For Neeve.”

      We move out.
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      The Assembly carnival is well underway by the time we reach Central Square. Thousands of people spill out onto the promenades of the Golden Belt. The shops here are still open for business. Jewel sellers tout their wares to the Elites. As tonight is a special occasion, they can even purchase tiny, high-value diamonds for the casting of the stones.

      The Worker who sweeps the stage afterward is in for a windfall, I think.

      Iridescent gunmetal gray lions with spun-silver manes parade through the crowd, where many Elites take photos with them. The animals make the Big Screens, and suddenly the painted dancing bears in the Old City look like an embarrassment.

      Workers and Elites surround the new circular stage in the middle of the square, jostling for space in the crush of people.

      An army of Cogs patrols the crowd, dressed in white for this Assembly, instead of their customary black.

      It makes them easier to spot in the dark night.

      Most of them surround Central Square in a circle looking almost decorative, despite the guns pointed down at the revelers. Others mill around in the crowd itself, sporting silver guns tonight.

      In an odd departure from the terror they inspire, tonight they reflect the colorful whirling lights that illuminate the masses.

      They seem to be carrying out random spot checks of the attendees, but I notice it is only the starry-eyed Workers – conspicuous among the crowd of Elites in their shabby best clothes – who are being asked to hold up their wrists so that their barcodes can be re-scanned.

      I breathe a small sigh of relief.

      As three Elites and a minor, Seb, Selena, Neeve, and I should be able to move unnoticed in the crowd.

      “I see her,” Seb says.

      Neeve is leaning against the barriers around the foot of the newly erected bridge.

      We push through the jostling crowd toward her.

      “Neeve,” I say when we get closer. ‘It’s Aura.’

      She looks at the three of us, and Seb peels away a tiny bit of his mask to reveal his identity.

      “Edward’s Triptych rewound the extraction plan and used The Society to put Graham back on course for The Assembly,” he tells her.

      “I knew he was there,” I say, “but I couldn’t do anything to stop him.”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I missed him. He’s going to get himself killed.”

      “Not if we can help it,” I say, handing her the FaceReplace mask and the earpiece. “Neeve, Farah told us about Albert Hickman.”

      She looks at me. “What about him?”

      “He was a Society operative working to bring down the SLA – and he killed my dad’s sister and her baby.”

      Her frown deepens.

      Neeve swallows. “Did Commander Reyes watch the confession?”

      “There wasn’t time –”

      “They need to know that my dad isn’t that man,” she says. “He’s innocent.”

      “I know,” I say.

      Her eyes scan the crowd as she puts the mask on.

      Her face is instantly transformed.

      “How do we keep them alive, Aura?”
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      Above us, boots tromp across the transparent bridge as a group of plainclothes officers check the stage ahead of the President's arrival.

      My mouth is dry. My heart hammers in my chest. I can’t believe this day is finally here. Not knowing how it will end is terrifying.

      “We split up,” I say. “Selena, you stay here with Seb and keep an eye on the bridge. Let us know as soon as you see any sign of Edward or Aldrich. Neeve, let’s head up front and get on either side of the stage.”

      They all nod in agreement.

      “I’ll lock down the snipers, and we’ll shield Farah’s team together to get Dad out,” I say. “You’re all going to have to follow my lead.” I exhale. “And one more thing –”

      We communicate telepathically if comms go down again, I tell them. I don’t want a repeat of the food bank situation.

      They nod, and we put our earpieces in. "Let's finish this," Neeve says.

      I watch her disappear into the crowd as I grab Selena in a quick embrace. “I’ll see you soon,” I whisper.

      I let go of her and look at Seb. “Please keep her safe.”

      I turn to go.

      “Wait.” He grabs my arm and pulls me toward him.

      “Seb?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, flustered. “This could be the end, right? Game over.”

      “What?” I search his face. What has gotten into him?

      "I just – I can't let you go without – without…"

      Suddenly his lips are on mine and his hands are at my back, pulling me close.

      Sorry, not sorry, he says, his words filling my head as he kisses me urgently, sending sparks shooting through my body.

      I believe in you, Aura Jax.

      For a beautiful moment, nothing exists but us, together. I kiss him back, not wanting it to end because he's right – this could be it.

      "Presidential party is here," Vince says over the earpiece, and we break apart.

      We look at each other, dazed. The face on his mask changes, and briefly, I see him. His hazel eyes are on fire.

      “I should –”

      “Go,” he says, breathless.

      Heart still racing, I push through the crowd as the lights go down and the screens start to play the traditional footage from the Great Unrest.

      The crowd quiets in somber remembrance until the transparent footbridge fifty feet above our heads illuminates, and the orchestra platform at stage left rises out of the crowd.

      That’s where I’m headed.

      “In position,” Neeve says through the earpiece.

      “We see you,” Vince says. “We have eyes on all of you.”

      A roar of applause goes through the crowd as President Wolfe, Mum, and Opal appear at the far end of the bridge. They stand for a moment to look out across Central Square with The Telepathe towering behind them, a glittering totem to the power of The Society.

      The orchestra plays the anthem as they walk across the glass bridge toward the stage, offering the whole scene a godlike effect.

      I remember rehearsing this walk only a few days ago.

      The night sky is full of constantly-moving drones recording the proceedings and beaming instant-edited footage to screens around Central Square and houses across The Society. The drones follow the President along the bridge, their sleek black shapes backlit by the dazzling light show.

      One drone, larger than the others, hovers over the crowd. As the floodlights sweep across Central Square, I see that it doesn’t have the silver Society logo on its nose.

      “Is that one of yours, Commander?” Neeve asks in my earpiece. She’s noticed it too.

      “Sure is,” replies Farah.

      I push forward, finally reaching the orchestra podium at the side of the stage. A dozen Cogs tower above me, almost larger than life.

      CASS monitors crackle as a dozen red lights appear on the underside of the stationary SLA drone, and the thousands of guns around the square point up to the sky.

      BANG.

      A bullet hits the side of the drone, and it races in a quick circle while its contents – tens of thousands of masks bearing Dad's face – flutter down into the crowd.

      A second shot is fired, and the drone disintegrates, but it’s already too late. The normal Assembly excitement shifts.

      One of the masks floats to the back of the stage and stops at a Cog’s feet.

      He picks it up and tears the cardboard copy of my father’s face in two.

      Robert, still on the bridge, picks one up too and looks at it. For a second, fury flickers across his face, visible to everyone watching him on the screens, but then, with a laugh, he holds the mask up in front of his face and waves at the crowd.

      People start to laugh and try on the masks themselves. They think this is all part of the show.

      “You'd better put your Graham masks on, guys,” Vince says in my ear.

      "Any eyes on Aldrich yet?" Farah says, and everybody replies in the negative. "What about your father, Neeve?"

      “I don’t see him,” Neeve says.

      There’s a crackle of electricity, and the colored lights swirling around the stage blink off for a split second. A whump sounds across the square as the backup generators come on.

      I feel myself tense.

      “They’re here somewhere,” I say.

      A trickle of sweat runs down the back of my neck.

      “There are people behind the screen at the back of the stage,” Neeve says in my ear. “I saw them when the lights changed. Look.”

      Sure enough, there are five figures silhouetted behind the screen.

      “Aldrich is there,” I say, recognizing his overweight form. “His Triptych must be behind that screen.”

      “Let me see if there’s a way inside,” Farah says.

      “He has Rivers,” Neeve says in my earpiece. “And –”

      She breaks off.

      He has you, Aura.
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      Metal restraints dig into my wrists and ankles.

      Through the darkened glass in front of me, I can see across the stage into a packed Central Square. Lights swirl over the excited faces, and silent fireworks burst above the drones filling the air.

      Aldrich looks out over the festive scene, while Franz Igo scrolls through information on a digital tablet.

      Next to me, a shackled Rivers slumps in a wheelchair, rendered barely conscious with a potent cocktail of drugs. Chained next to him is an older Prophet that I haven’t met.

      A constant hum of electric energy crackles between us, nauseating me. Even now, when he’s sick, Rivers is more powerful than Hansel was.

      I don’t remember getting here. After collapsing in my pod, I woke up to find myself tied to a metal chair with Aldrich looming over me, shining a light into my eyes and conversing with Igo as if this were just a normal day.

      “Is there any sign of resistance?” Aldrich asks.

      Igo looks up, his forehead furrowed. “Not yet.”

      “I’m not worried,” Aldrich says. "Whatever they're planning won't matter because my Triptych will overpower them.”

      No – our Triptych will overpower you, I want to scream.

      “I’d rather the snipers put bullets in their heads as soon as they see them,” Igo says.

      “Remember psychology, Franz,” Aldrich says. “The people need to feel as if they’ve won.”

      Igo chuckles at that.

      “What about Hickman?” Aldrich asks.

      My ears prick up.

      “Negative, so far,” Igo says. “Abel will alert us if anything changes… I have to admit, I was surprised to see the thought imprint flagged without any additional data attached to it.” He looks at Aldrich. “Who is this man?”

      Aldrich folds his arms across his chest. “Hickman was part of an uncompleted sting operation against the SLA. He was put into the Eden Wing for his failure, but he escaped four years ago – with inside help,” he says, raising his brows as he looks out over the crowd. “I have a feeling he might return tonight.”

      He won’t, I think, because Edward is safe at the bot farm with Seb, ready to erase this version of me once this is all over.

      A CASS monitor on Igo’s belt buzzes.

      “The Presidential Party has arrived,” a robotic voice says.

      Aldrich pulls up a holographic screen showing a live feed, and I see the President's black limousine crawl to a stop.

      My stomach twists.

      "Good luck. He'll be watching," Igo says, his violet eyes flashing.

      Who will be watching?

      Once he’s gone, Aldrich swipes away the holographic screen and regards the three of us.

      “Are you going to tell us why we’re here?” I ask him, blood trickling into my mouth from the sustained energy crackling between Rivers, the Prophet, and myself.

      “We’re going to close this chapter on The Society and begin a new one, IO12,” he says.

      I glare at him.

      “We’ll let the SLA have their carnival and show their scandalous footage of Robert. And then,” his gaze drifts out over the crowd, “we’ll create a grand finale they never imagined.”

      Rivers groans next to me.

      “When I give the command, you are going to make Robert Wolfe himself shoot Graham Jax," Aldrich says coolly. "And then you’re going to have the President’s own snipers take him out.”

      I pull against my restraints.

      “And once the crowd has had time to react, you will bring everything to a complete stop on my command.”

      He turns away. “Tonight is about showing the world what I am capable of.”

      I clamp my mouth shut and stare at the floor.

      If everything has gone to plan, the SLA will be on their way to Fort Saph with Dad by now, with more operatives waiting in the wings to get Mum and Opal-Aura out.

      “Ah,” Aldrich says.

      I look up to see Robert Wolfe beginning his walk across the bridge, with Mum and Opal-Aura in tow.

      Aldrich stares at the President with unchecked hatred. “Here comes our great leader now.”
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      The Presidential party reaches the circular platform in front of the stage, and the delighted crowd surges forward, tossing flowers and gifts up at them. Opal-Aura scoops the flowers up into her arms, waving… as if her life might depend on it.

      The music reaches a crescendo, and the screens reset on The Society logo until Robert Wolfe stands to make his address.

      He walks toward the circular stage and beams around at all the faces at his feet. People crush in closer, surrounding him.

      “Thank you all,” he says. “Welcome to a very special Assembly.”

      He signals for quiet.

      “These past weeks have been the most tumultuous The Society has seen since The Great Unrest. Not since then has our way of life been so threatened.”

      The crowd murmurs in agreement.

      “But we are here this evening to ensure that justice is done and to see the real enemies within our midst publicly vanquished,” he says, punching the air.

      The crowd roars in approval, and the bridge lights up again as guards lead Dad over the crowd to the stage.
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      “Here’s our first target," Aldrich says under his breath.

      I blink at the screen, not believing my eyes.

      No.

      Dad is not supposed to be here.

      Panic runs through me.

      The SLA failed.

      I wrestle with my restraints again. “What makes you think we’ll do what you want?” I snarl.

      Aldrich looks at me with contempt and pulls up the holographic screen again.

      He taps at it, zooming in on Mum and Opal-Aura at the back of the stage, each with a red laser dot dancing on their foreheads.

      “I have bullets for them too,” he says, swiping the screen away to one side.

      He’s lying, Aura, Rivers sends a thought in my direction.

      I don’t look at him. Better not to let Aldrich know we’re communicating.

      Aldrich comes toward me and wipes the blood from beneath my nose. "They need you to do as you’re told, Aurora.”
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      “This man is an enemy of The Society,” Robert bellows. “This man plotted to destroy The Society and everything we hold dear!”

      People boo and hiss. Jewels fly through the air, ricocheting off the bridge and back into the crowd. The noise is deafening.

      I see Dad’s face change as he looks at the screens and sees Mum and Opal-Aura on stage.

      What are they doing here? I hear his thoughts clearly in my mind. His memory disk is back in.

      What’s going on? he is wondering. Farah said they were safe.

      He looks away from the screens to the scared red-haired girl on stage. I wonder what Opal is thinking. Does she have memories of Dad like I had of Leo?

      Dad, I say telepathically.

      His focus sharpens on Opal-Aura. He hears me.

      This isn’t what it seems, Dad, I say. We’re still getting you out of here.

      He shakes his head. You need to forget about me. You’ll get yourselves killed.

      He’s almost across the bridge now.

      Aura. Selena’s voice is in my head now.

      What is it, Selena?

      Edward is here.
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      Where?

      I look around, but all I can see are Graham Jax masks.

      Suddenly the sound systems cut out and then fade back in again.

      The backup generators are starting to fail.

      “I don’t know,” she murmurs in the earpiece now. “They’re close. They’re looking at the crowd.”

      “Struggling to hear you,” Vince says in my ear.

      The pain starts up at the back of my head, just as I notice a hairline crack appear in the bridge, rippling across the length of the glass, catching the light in a dazzling rainbow effect.

      “Farah, Vince, can you still hear us?” I ask.

      “What’s going on down there?” Farah asks.

      “Neeve’s father is here.”

      Silence.

      “Farah, Vince?”

      The line has gone dead.

      Dad is almost across the bridge. The silence from the SLA is deafening. The comms are gone.

      Looks like we’re on our own, Neeve says telepathically.

      Dad is across the bridge and being led to the raised cross painted on the stage.

      The lights whirling around the crowd go down, and the spotlights hit the stage.

      It seems as though the whole world falls silent.

      It’s time, Seb says. Focus now. We’ll cover you.
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      Rivers, are you sure? I ask telepathically.

      The Savant opens his eyes. The press cameras and the soldiers would notice if there were snipers trained on Alice and Aura Jax, he says. Calvin is manipulating you.

      Aldrich is looking out across Central Square, his brow furrowed.

      His demeanor has changed.

      He brings up the screen again, and this time he zooms in on the bridge.

      Aura, look, Rivers says, tilting his head toward the bridge.

      Thirteen figures stand in the shadows.

      The one at the front wears a ski mask and holds a squirming baby. In the high-resolution image on Aldrich’s screen, I can make out Edward’s watery eyes.

      “Your father is here,” I breathe.

      Albert Hickman is here, Rivers corrects me.

      My mind spins.

      Edward is supposed to be at the bot farm with Seb.

      Seb, and Neeve, and… you – are out there too, Rivers says. They need us.

      No… It can’t be… A Triptych of his own…

      I snap to attention, blinking in Aldrich’s direction. Out of nowhere, his thoughts are finally in my head.

      He taps at his phone, pacing anxiously. “Pick up, pick up!”

      … Should have let him die when Robert executed him… Why did Abel not inform me?

      Finally.

      I can hear him.

      Have his drugs not worked so well on this copied version of me?

      Can I use my Gift on him?

      I can hear Aldrich’s thoughts, I say to Rivers. The drugs he used on me haven’t worked this time.

      Can you use your Gift on him?

      I don’t know.

      Try, he says. Hurry, Aura.

      I breathe around my nausea and focus on the oblivious, panicked doctor.

      I enter his head easily.

      His thought imprint is tangled – and bleak.

      His thoughts race around destroying Robert and gaining control over The Society and a world beyond. There’s a swirl about Trontan and Sybas, Fort Saph and the SLA, war, chaos, power, and cataclysm.

      I sort through every neuron and sweep them all up into my control.

      The energy from Rivers and the Prophet surges through me.

      I breathe again.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura.

      My mind spins as I lift Aldrich into the air and blast him into the glass screen that separates us from the stage. His body slams into it with such force that his head makes a loud clang as it hits.

      The terrified look he gives me is worth all of the pain he's put me through.

      “What are you doing?” he whimpers. “Think of your mother!”

      …He’s watching this…

      His frightened thought flashes into my head. …Can’t let him see...

      Once again, Aldrich is the frightened lackey I remember from the menagerie. Only this time, there’s no barrier between us.

      …Need backup…

      He reaches for his discarded phone. As he picks it up, I slam his hand backward, sending the phone flying across the floor.
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      My heart pounds. This is it. This is where I use my Gift to save Dad.

      Please, I pray. I can’t let him down.

      I focus on the two silver-clad snipers whose weapons are pointed at the stage. The Hybrid AI Cogs are created for one purpose only: to kill the people Robert Wolfe tells them to kill.

      Their thoughts are on a single loop, awaiting Robert’s signal.

      I slip inside their minds and make the connection easily because they’re not expecting it.

      At the podium, Robert himself begins reading out Dad’s “crimes:” terrorism, plotting to overthrow the government, kidnapping Aurora Jax, bombing the Old City.

      The crowd looks on, enthralled, until the Society logo disappears from the big screens and is replaced by the Fort Saph logo over a still image.

      I recognize the fuzzy visual from Edward’s lab.

      Mum’s memory disk.

      I swallow.

      This is really happening.

      And Robert hasn’t noticed yet.

      He reads on.

      Concentrate, Aura.

      A ripple of thoughts from the crowd filter past my connection with the Cogs.

      Is that Robert Wolfe and Rosalie?

      It's Robert Wolfe and Rosalie!

      There’s a collective gasp as Robert’s holographic fist comes out of the screen toward the onlookers.

      I see Edward, Seb says telepathically. On the other side of the bridge.

      I look to my right and see a figure at the end of the transparent bridge, holding a wriggling, squalling baby.

      He has baby Aurora, I say, incredulous.

      Behind him, I see Hansel and eight Prophets from The Facility. Behind them, I see two other figures.

      My breath catches in my throat as I recognize Edward’s Vessels.

      A wave of fear unfurls inside of me.

      There’s not just one, but three iterations of him.

      Did I give him this idea?

      Aura, Neeve’s voice wavers even in my head. My father’s Vessels –

      There was one truck left in the garage. The Vessels must have left the bot farm just after we did.

      I see them.

      Albert Hickman is running The Triptych in overdrive with pieces of my Gift in Edward’s cloned Memory Disks.

      Aura, aura, aura, aura…

      Nobody else seems to have noticed the small strike force congregating at the end of the darkened bridge. All eyes are fixed on the screens.

      I wonder if Zachary’s team has seen them, or if they too are falling under the influence that Albert Hickman’s Triptych is already exercising over the capacity crowd.

      Holding the two snipers at the back of my mind, I concentrate on shielding Farah’s team from their control.

      I reach the team, but the snipers’ thought imprints fall away. It's like trying to juggle too many balls at once, and a weakness overtakes my body.

      I’m not going to be able to do this, I say to Seb and Selena.

      Yes, you are, Seb says. You’re the only one who can do this.

      You’re stronger than you know, remember? Selena says.

      With their support, I focus again on the snipers, suggesting they remove the bullets from their weapons.

      The chanting begins, low at first, then building to a roar.

      “Justice!”

      The Cogs point their guns into the crowd.

      Kneel. Disarm. Kneel. Disarm.

      The commands that Albert Hickman channels through baby Aurora and his Vessels – each of them using a small part of my Gift – wash around my head, interrupting my focus.

      I try to reconnect with the snipers as the domino effect from the Hickman Triptych begins.

      In a matter of seconds, every Cog in the crowd has lain down their weapon and knelt before the crowd.

      A lump forms in my throat.

      The chants grow louder.

      “Justice!”

      Justice.

      On stage, Robert stares in disbelief. The adoring faces surrounding him have turned bloodthirsty and angry – they are baying now for his blood.

      He’s trapped in the middle of a mob who is finally brave enough to hate him.

      The CASS monitors are in chaos with the thought revolution as the crowd throws jewels at Robert where he stands, frozen in place by a force he can’t resist.

      The gems hit his face and draw blood.

      I focus again on the snipers, repeating my own suggestion. Remove the bullets…

      My head throbs from the connection, but instead of following my command, they are suddenly kneeling and laying down their guns.

      Seb’s voice is in my mind, breaking into my trance. You did it!

      That wasn’t me.

      Albert Hickman and his twelve are in the middle of the bridge now.

      Robert’s bloodied face shines with tiny, embedded jewels. His entire body shakes as he tries to resist the influence of The Triptych.

      I see him move toward a discarded gun in the middle of the stage with strange, stuttering movements. Terror runs across his face as he realizes his mind isn’t entirely his own.

      Albert Hickman is going to have Robert Wolfe shoot Dad.

      Aura! Seb warns as he too comprehends the plan.

      I try to connect with Hickman, but the force of the resistance is like a hammer blow to my head. It’s as if he’s been practicing for this exact moment.

      I feel the support from Neeve, Seb, and Selena slipping away from me.

      It’s too much.

      I can’t stop this, Aura! I hear Edward’s voice in my head.

      You have to help me! I practically scream back at him.

      Onstage, Robert has the gun in his hand. He seems to be the only person who isn’t frozen in this time warp.

      The gun is one of the big ones that a Cog would carry, and it looks so out of place alongside Robert’s tailored suit and tie it would be comical if it weren’t so terrible.

      I see Farah and Connie frozen by Hickman’s Triptych at the side of the stage, unable to get to Mum and Opal-Aura.

      I try to lock on to Albert again, but it’s excruciating, and I’m already weakened.

      My body shakes as I finally make contact and get Hickman to break his hold on Robert.

      I immediately connect to Robert myself and command him to lower the gun. His arms relax and the gun drops down.

      It's working. It's actually working.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 84

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aura Jax V_2.0

      

      

      “Please, IO12, think about what you’re doing,” Aldrich babbles, trying to scramble to his feet.

      “My name is Aura Jax,” I say through gritted teeth. “And after tonight, my family won’t have to worry about you or Robert ever again.”

      He let Echo torture Selena.

      I lift him again.

      Thump.

      He hits the wall and groans.

      I can feel the blood dripping from my nose. I don’t care.

      He hurt Seb.

      Thump.

      He hits the wall again, and this time something cracks in his arm.

      “You’ll hurt yourself,” he wheezes. “The medication has worn off! Without it you’ll – ”

      “I’m a copy, Aldrich,” I say, enjoying the look of shock and confusion the flashes across his face. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me.”

      The glass screen starts to fracture, and blood oozes from a wound on the side of his head.

      He created The Chair. He ruined Edward’s life. He imprisoned Rivers. He put me and Opal through hell. He killed Charlie. He left Leo at Echo’s mercy.

      He was going to make me use the power of The Triptych to kill my own dad.

      Again, I lift him off his feet and…

      Bam.

      He hits the screen with such force that the room shudders and the power dies.

      The magnetic restraints holding Rivers and me in place fly open.

      We’re free.
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      My concentration breaks as the glass in the screen splinters and a million hairline cracks appear, casting dazzling beams of light across the stage.

      There's an enormous thud, and the screen shatters.

      Aldrich lies in a heap on the stage, his left arm bent awkwardly beneath him. He scrambles to his feet as Rivers staggers toward him.

      Now, Aura, he says.

      I freeze for a moment, not sure which Aura he is talking to, as I catch the eye of my copy in Opal’s body, just rising from a wheelchair.

      NOW, Aura! Rivers says again, and his words from my strange dream flash into my head.

      ‘You have to make him remember who he is…’

      ‘He did it all for me…’

      I know what I need to do.

      Both versions of me join to turn Robert away from my dad and point the gun at Rivers, slowing time, ready to stop the bullet, hoping we won’t need to.

      I glance back at the man who was my mentor, hoping against hope that the strength of his love for Rivers will drag Edward Law to the surface and push Albert Hickman away.

      You are Edward Law! I shout telepathically. And your son needs you now!

      He hears me.

      I rocket back into reality as Edward’s Triptych begins to break down, the connection stuttering and splitting as time restarts.

      Edward looks in horror at the screaming baby wriggling in his arms, just as Hansel reaches out to take her from him.

      Hansel and the Prophets scatter along with the Vessels and baby Aurora, as Edward races toward the edge of the bridge.

      He stops short as it starts to crack.

      There’s nowhere for him to go.

      With a last gasp, he uses his power to knock the gun from Robert’s hand before clutching at his head, overcome.

      Finally unfrozen, people scream as the part of the bridge closest to the stage shatters, strewing translucent debris over the tightly packed crowd below.

      Dad looks around in confusion and then disappears from my view. I see Mum and Opal-Aura running for cover in different directions.

      People clamber over each other in panic as the Cogs shoot wildly, trying to regain control they didn’t know they’d lost. Everywhere there's blood and tattered Graham Jax masks.

      I push against the jostling bodies, desperate to get to Dad. I dodge elbows and flying rubble, as the crowd pushes me further away from the stage. Finally, I manage to fight my way through and clamber up onto the platform.

      I don’t see Rivers or the other me, but Dad is laid out cold over the cross at the center of the stage.

      Farah and Connie are kneeling over his body.

      “What happened?” My ears are ringing. “Is he alive?”

      Connie starts talking in rapid medical jargon to Farah.

      My heart is racing in my chest.

      “Is he alive?” I shout this time.

      He doesn’t look alive.

      He has to be alive.

      A deafening, high-pitched shriek in the sky draws our attention away from Dad.

      BOOM.

      The noise is deep and guttural, like an explosion from the core of the Earth.

      “The Telepathe!” somebody yells over the ringing in my ears.

      A mushroom cloud of dust engulfs Central Square as gigantic shards of glass and crystal begin to rain down from the heavens.

      The Telepathe is gone.
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      Want even more Aura?

      

      GET A FREE COPY OF THE AURA EXTRAS PDF, FEATURING EXCLUSIVE CONTENT, WHEN YOU SIGN UP TO JOIN MY MAILING LIST!

      

      Building a relationship with my readers is one of the best things about being an author. I occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers and other news relating to my writing, and I’d love to have you in my gang!

      

      And, when you sign up to my mailing list, I’ll send you a free copy of the Aura Extras PDF, which is exclusive to my mailing list. The PDF includes:

      
        
        •	Aura’s 11+ Exam Report from Clinic Inc.

        •	Excerpts From Aura’s Memory Book.

        •	The Society: Full Color 3D Cityscape by Daniel Romanovych.

      

      

      

      This is exclusive to my mailing list – you can’t get it anywhere else!

      

      Get the Aura Extras PDF for free by signing up at my website here: www.RJWadeBooks.com/extras
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      Did you enjoy reading The Spark?

      

      You can make a big difference!

      

      Reviews are so important for new writers like me. Honest reviews will really help to bring Aura, and The Spark, to the attention of other readers.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed reading The Spark, I would be very grateful if you could spend a few minutes leaving a review. It can be as short as you like! Click this link to leave a review on your chosen store: https://geni.us/TheSparkReview

      

      Thank you so much!
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