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			Dedication

			To Gary. The best brother-in-law a guy could’ve asked for.

		

	
		
			

			My name is Dray Quintero. I’m not the monster they claim.

			I’ve been labeled the most treasonous person in history. Supposedly responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people trying to overthrow the U.S. government. 

			We were trying to rescue it.

			I used to be an engineer responsible for many of our country’s innovations—including a surveillance network that linked every camera across the nation. The software was meant to keep you safe. They’d twisted that as well. 

			I tried to warn you. Our government has been hijacked, those pretending to be our elected Congresspeople hiding behind the technology implanted in our heads. We needed to take our country back. Yet my plan failed. 

			Now, my family has been imprisoned, held by the true traitor, a man who’d once been my friend. My older daughter and I have been tortured, my younger daughter hooked to machines. Barely alive.

			I’ve failed everyone.

		

	
		
			

			Timeline to Rebellion

			Year

			2030	The OCB1 virus escapes the thawing permafrost. Highly contagious, the virus attacks humans by crystalizing the lenses in their eyes before consuming their brain tissue over a nine-week period. The infection rate is 97.7%. Within months, over 1 billion are blind worldwide, and 40 million are dead. Although human travel, commerce, and interaction virtually cease globally, infections continue to rise. 

			2030	Unable to create a vaccine in time to save humanity, scientists discover that OCB1 is affected by medical-grade steel. They propose a radical plan to world leaders: replace every citizen’s lenses using the same procedure as cataract surgery and install a permanent steel rod into citizens’ brains to neutralize the virus.

			2031	In the greatest mobilization of resources and healthcare providers in history, countries across the planet follow their scientists’ advice. Billions are saved. The United States, however, becomes mired in political posturing and lawsuits. Though a percentage of Americans opt for the procedure, most refuse. Millions needlessly die. Sensing America’s expanding weakness, foreign terrorists begin to attack U.S. cities, killing thousands. During this time, American innovators begin to modify their implants.

			2033	As U.S. deaths reach 32 million, more Americans decide to adopt the OCB1 procedure. The country starts to emerge from its darkest days but finds itself left behind by the rest of the world as China, Russia, India and others expand their influence and eliminate their reliance on the West.

			2034	Following the success of those early American innovators, Congress passes the Personal Integration of Vital Organized Technology (PIVOT) Act, which mandates that instead of simple silicone lenses, each citizen be implanted with lenses that have clear computer screens—and the implanted rods expanded to contain neural nets, offering a way to save lives, as well as make the U.S. competitive and innovative again. After some resistance, the law is embraced by tens of millions.

			2035	Adoption reaches 85% of the population, but PIVOT mandates every citizen receive the modified lenses and neural nets. The law includes severe penalties for noncompliance, including forced implantation. Even so, the U.S. government struggles to achieve 100% adoption and enlists the National Security Agency (NSA) to help.  

			2037	The U.S. once again becomes the dominant country on the planet. The NSA grows in size, as many still refuse to get the new implant, though terrorist attacks in Chicago, Miami, and Los Angeles strain resources. The attacks culminate in the Daisy Chain Massacre when multiple bombs explode in cities from Los Angeles to Atlanta. 4,300 people are killed, and 21,000 are injured. Dozens of separate security cameras capture video of the terrorists responsible, but by the time the footage is compiled, they fled the country. 

			

			2037	Dray Quintero’s company is commissioned to link the country’s security camera systems into a unified whole. Dray oversees the project, completing it in under 10 months. Crime plummets, and terrorist attacks stop.

			2038	The NSA morphs into The Agency, the government’s domestic enforcement body. Under new leadership, The Agency unleashes drones and other surveillance equipment, begins physically enhancing its Agents—and starts using everyone’s implants to spy on people, further tightening its grip. Within six months, virtually every citizen is implanted. 

			2038	When Congress reconvenes, a group of Congresspeople implements a coup d’état. No one outside the Capitol witnesses it, as The Agency uses people’s lenses to hide their takeover. 

			2040	Kai Spencer, a former NSA/Agency employee, claims the government was overthrown. He posts a shaky video to support his accusation and agrees to do a live interview but is murdered fourteen seconds before his feed links with CNN’s network. His killer is never found, even though five separate surveillance cameras guard his apartment building. 

			2042	Two women claiming to be Agency employees post statements supporting Spencer’s claim and upload documents—schematics, computer code, and other information—to prove their assertions. News agencies pick up the story, but the women disappear. Though The Agency quickly erases the documents, the story strikes a chord in those who have felt something’s off. Individuals from Schenectady to Eugene locate copies of the documents—nothing is ever completely deleted online—and as they decode the data, they realize they have to fight back against a ruthless enemy. The rebellion is born.

			2047	Dray Quintero illegally accesses the network that controls the implants of everyone in the Los Angeles/San Diego area. He broadcasts a claim that people are being lied to, that their implants are being used to manipulate and trick citizens. Riots break out in both cities, and Quintero is labeled a federal criminal.

			2047	Two months after Quintero’s broadcast, five hundred self-proclaimed freedom fighters attack numerous locations across the country. The attacks result in dozens of innocent citizens dead, state and federal property damaged, and most of the freedom fighters killed or captured. Quintero is identified as the mastermind of the coordinated attacks. Declared the most heinous traitor in the nation’s history, his whereabouts are unknown.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			I no longer trusted my mind. 

			The Agency, the nearly all-powerful federal organization that controlled the country, had not only imprisoned my body, they’d hijacked my brain, repeatedly warping it. Mapping it.

			I was imprisoned in a cell in west-central Texas, that much I was sure of, but the setting projected onto the lenses in my eyes was so clear, rendered so deep, I felt my control slipping. 

			My senses told me I stood on a rocky ledge that jutted out over a turbulent sea. Saltwater sprayed up as waves crashed against it, the droplets so cold they stung my skin. Inland, a massive, funnel-like structure stood, its top at least two hundred feet wide, the bottom a fifth of that. Men in mechanics’ jumpsuits worked on the structure, assembling the final pieces. As I watched, some attached a rippling metal panel to the hull while others ran diagnostics on the primary engine. 

			Drones flew past the structure toward a thermal energy generator a quarter-mile away, its distinctive bulge and angry red glow a giveaway. One seemed linked to the other. 

			I risked losing my grip on reality.

			The men seemed to ignore me as I approached the structure. I could hear their voices, though the crashing waves drowned their words. I could smell the saltwater in the air, felt the fitful breeze.

			The breeze was what scared me.

			A man appeared beside me. “This is just the first of dozens we’ll set up,” he said. He was my height but thin, tanned, his hair swept back with a touch of grey at the temples, jaw solid in a way that magnified an underlying cruelness. He wore a mechanic’s jumpsuit like the others, though it looked wrong on him, like he should be wearing a business suit instead. “They’ll clean the air in months, powered by your fusion reactors when you fix them. Then we can start reintroducing species.” 

			“The reactors still don’t work?” I asked. I’d managed to ignite Gen Omega’s first reactor, though I’d heard my old company had failed to light any others.

			“That’s why we need you.” 

			Something felt wrong. I didn’t remember walking to this spot. 

			“This unit will clean thousands of cubic feet of air per minute,” the man continued. He pointed toward the middle of the structure, which had its panels removed to reveal an empty interior. “We’ll have rows of Olishaly-coated filters to capture carbon monoxide and dioxide.”

			He continued, but I tuned him out. The design had been tried and abandoned. They should have gone with nature’s most efficient design, a lung, though modified—

			I cut off my thought. People were watching my brain activity, searching for knowledge, thought patterns. 

			I could feel my grasp on my mind crumbling.

			At first, I’d easily been able to shake off their efforts as I’d had a tiny hole burned into one of the clear computer screens that coated my lenses. Anya, the brilliant surgeon I’d fallen for, had burned the hole in my lens—the same kind of lenses the entire population had—months ago when my enemies had used them to blind me. But The Agency’s scientists had found it. Every lens had a camera attached to it that rested in a person’s blind spot. The scientists had probably found it that way, though how didn’t matter. I’d fought them as they replaced my lens; now, I had to fight to retain my grip on reality and resist giving them what they wanted.

			With an effort that made me sweat, I struggled to imagine my small, dark cell rather than the scene my senses told me was real. Yet, it was nearly impossible to ignore the signals that filled my mind. 

			Then I caught something, a rhythmic sound that was out of place. I clung to it in desperation. 

			

			The cruel man grabbed me, the feel of his hands so real I struggled. 

			The sound grew louder. A helicopter. 

			The man yelled over the sound, “We have company.” An image of a helicopter appeared though it looked wrong, superimposed on the cloudy skies overhead. I could have shouted in relief. The hasty addition of the helicopter ruined the scene.

			The projected world broke down around me, and I returned to reality, first seeing only blackness, then my cell as the overhead lights brightened: cot, sink, toilet, and a TV encased in Plexiglass. The sounds disappeared—except for the helicopter.

			I scanned the windowless room to see if someone had actually touched me, but I was alone. 

			I’d been injected with a device I thought of as a burrower that tapped into my brain, allowing The Agency to read my every thought. I’d been tortured, manipulated, and experimented on, the latest of which were these damn simulations. I’d been able to retain a toehold on reality, but each projection was a fight to what felt like the depths of my soul.

			The touch I’d felt in that simulation was disorienting—and alarming. Whoever ran the simulation must have projected it through the implant in my head, along with the sights, sounds, and smells. My implant, an inch-long computing device in my head, was just like the one every other citizen had, though an Agent, Kieran, had made sure I could never remove mine by anchoring it in place. An implant allowed a person to access the internet, store libraries’ worth of data, interact with others, and enhance their skillset as it connected to the clear computer-screen lenses in people’s eyes. Yet, it had never been able to mimic other senses before.

			Not unless the burrower they’d injected, which now resided in my brain, was responsible. 

			I cupped my implant with calloused fingers as the fake world faded, though they could use it, or the burrower, against me any time they wished.

			I could go mad in this place. I couldn’t escape. There were fifty or more Agents of varying degrees in this prison. There was no chance for freedom. 

			The helicopter seemed to land directly overhead with a jarring thump, then quieted as its engine revved down. I knew who’d arrived. Zion Calloway. Head of The Agency and, by extension, the true leader of the country. Even if he hadn’t initiated the secret coup d’état that had overthrown Washington, my former friend controlled everyone’s implants. That power enabled him to hide the true identities of the men and women serving in Congress and possibly the White House. 

			I thought about that sense of moving in the simulation. If they developed that more fully, it had terrifying implications. Future prisoners wouldn’t know what was real.

			This wasn’t the first time my enemies had tried to trick me. Their scenes were usually in motion when I woke, complete with sounds and smells. I’d been disoriented the first time until I’d focused on the hole in my lens and realized what The Agency’s scientists were doing, though after they’d replaced my lens, I’d struggled every waking moment to discern what was real.

			Zion’s arrival was concerning. I wondered why he was here.

			I noticed a small rod lying by the door—which was ajar. That was new. It stirred an old hunger. However, it could be fake. I remembered the day I’d woken to what I’d thought was a patient room at a rebel camp, and Kieran had nearly tricked me into stepping off the roof of a half-constructed high-rise, the danger around me masked by the false image of the room displayed on my lenses. 

			The rod and open door could be false as well. 

			I’d been imprisoned for over a month. It was a nightmare how I’d gotten here. When my nineteen-year-old daughter Raven had ripped her then-boyfriend’s implant out of his head, I’d covered up her crime. Then she’d told me about her hope to join the rebels and free the country. 

			I’d thought she had been fooled by conspiracy nuts who had taken advantage of her desire to do something profound with her life.

			When I realized the threat she’d described was real, I took her, her twelve-year-old sister Talia, their mother Mina, and fled to the rebels. Then Talia was shot, a victim of Mina’s betrayal, and died in my arms. Or so I’d thought. 

			

			I was caught, blinded, and stabbed. When I regained my sight, my stab wound patched up by Anya, I did something desperate to save Raven: I blasted a challenge to the citizens on the West Coast to rise up and fight for their country. Raven had been more correct than she’d known, as our enemies didn’t just use our lenses to mask the damage done to the air we breathed, they masked the coup. 

			My broadcast had saved her—and thrust us into the effort to take down The Agency and everyone behind the coup.

			I hadn’t learned Talia survived that gunshot until two months ago, after I devised a plan I thought would take down The Agency. Once Mina announced Talia was alive, though I didn’t trust Mina, I couldn’t ignore her claims. I had to search for my daughter. 

			Raven and I managed to break into this complex to save Talia, but it had been a trap. Talia was alive—but only so Zion’s men could experiment on her, violating her by reading her thoughts to finetune the systems they planned to use on the rest of the population. Zion wanted to access and interpret people’s thoughts to find any threats to his power, and her mind served as an exceptional test case. 

			Now Raven and I were captured, and Talia was on the verge of death, hooked up, a shell of herself. I hadn’t seen her or Raven since that day, no matter how I begged, though I’d heard Raven screaming in pain night after night, her room somewhere close. I’d pounded on my door and shouted to stop their torture, to no avail. 

			Her screams told me she was alive, but her suffering gutted me. 

			I didn’t know if Talia was still here, if she was OK, or if Zion continued to use her. Given the wires hooked to her brain, I suspected he kept her alive to continue his experiments. I feared the day she would no longer be useful.

			I’d planned the attack on the nodes that enabled The Agency to hide their coup but abandoned the fight, abandoned my friends, to rescue her. Yet I’d been caught and the rebellion destroyed, gunfire and explosions wiping out those who’d fought for freedom. My friends, our hope, gone.

			I wanted to bust out of my cell and hurt every Agent I could get my hands on, but I didn’t go for the rod. I wasn’t going to fight. I wouldn’t give Zion the knowledge of how my mind mapped when I did. Besides, one rod wouldn’t let me do the one thing I yearned to do with every fiber of my being: get my daughters out of this hellhole. Give them a chance at life.

			The door opened the rest of the way, and two Agents walked in, both of whom had inflicted innumerable pain on me. Pierce was an inch taller than me at six feet, broad-shouldered, close-set eyes, his full head of silver hair swept up and styled, wearing lined slacks and a dark-navy Oxford shirt. Wraith’s silver hair was shorter, nearly a buzz cut, though Agents had to keep their hair long enough to cover their many implants—which was why their hair was silver, to hide them. Wraith had a square face, two scars along his jawline, and a wide mouth, his black slacks and off-white shirt not as nice as Pierce’s, though his shoes were made of premium leather. Steel tipped, I suspected.

			Pierce strode toward me and slammed his fist into my face, the force throwing me back against the wall. “You should’ve done your job.”

			They came at me, fists connecting, then feet when I found myself on the ground. I’d lost weight over the past month and felt it as they attacked. I tried to deflect their assault, but they’d learned my weak points, back of my head, kidneys, groin, the foot I’d injured when I’d cut open a sphere containing dark matter. I couldn’t do more than protect my face.

			“Get off him,” a deep voice commanded. 

			Zion stood just inside the room, looking disgusted and frustrated. He had similar features to the man in the simulation, cruel jaw, hair touched with grey—though it was tousled, no doubt from the helicopter ride—brown-eyed and tan, coated in a $5,000 suit that fit perfectly. 

			My former friend, college roommate, and business partner, the one behind all of this. Earth had nearly run out of oil. Panicked, world leaders had extended their supplies by including additives, though that had polluted the skies and caused terrible breathing issues. They’d invented lung diseases to blame for the rise in deaths and used everyone’s implants to mask the brown skies. Some learned the truth, of course. Nothing that big could be completely hidden. So Zion used my own network to find those who discovered the truth—and squashed them.

			He motioned to the TV. “Why isn’t it on?” It used to run constantly, showing various scenes and events. After I stopped reacting, they stopped. Now when it was on, it only played C-Span, which showed the fake Senators and Representatives he had installed. More mind games.

			He turned to Wraith. “He’s in better shape than he should be.”

			Wraith swiveled and kicked me.

			“Not the point. You’re not getting the data needed.” Both Agents hesitated, their annoyance poorly hidden. “A solution takes many approaches. Didn’t your military training teach you that? Or were you not listening?”

			They stiffened and began to reply, but he waved them back and faced me. “I’m past being impressed by your fortitude. What I do is ugly, but I have to do it. If you saw, you’d agree, though I’m not sure you’d have the stomach.”

			I saw the toll whatever he was talking about had taken on him. I wondered if the man I knew in college was still in there at all.

			As if reading my mind—which he could—he leaned forward. “Remember we talked about making the world better? To enhance people’s lives while saving the planet? Help me do that.”

			I got off the floor and sat on my bed, pain flaring from where the two Agents had beat me. “What do you want?”

			“We’re taking steps but need to do more. This is where you come in.” 

			He seemed sincere, but I didn’t believe it. 

			His expression changed, and I again feared he’d read my mind. I had to confuse him. “By doing ‘more,’ you mean shackles and torture for everyone?”

			Zion’s nostrils flared. “Don’t you care about the fate of the planet?”

			“I tried that.” 

			Yet my thoughts betrayed me. I recalled the attack I’d orchestrated, rebels blowing up the locations where Zion’s Agency had hidden node structures that broadcast their lies onto people’s lenses. He had known of our plans. His men slaughtered our people. Memories flashed of Anya and Raven’s boyfriend Jex disappearing in an explosion, others shot down, the bodies and the later claims, proclamations as a result of the attacks, all blaming me, ignoring the fact I’d lost many I cared for. I told myself I couldn’t have stopped what had happened. I probably would’ve died as well. 

			With our failure, The Agency and those who stole the country would lock in their power for generations. He no longer had his nodes, but he’d switched his network to a drone grid before we’d attacked, so we hadn’t hurt him. He retained his control.

			“Companies have read people’s minds for years, but not at this level,” Zion told me. “Now, with the implants and our research, I can root out those who would rise against us. I just need the last bit of data from you to pinpoint the worst threat.”

			I didn’t know what he was talking about and didn’t have the strength to find out. I’d fought out of necessity to protect my family. And, over time, I’d believed I had a moral obligation to fight for everyone. 

			Look where that got me. 

			“You’re so noble,” I said dryly. “The country should thank you.” 

			“Stop making me the monster,” Zion said. “I’ve protected this country from rogue AI systems, country-wide riots, and dozens of foreign attacks. You have no idea. Work with me.”

			My body tensed, causing another flare of pain, as Kieran suddenly entered the room. “You are here. I didn’t expect you.”

			The athletically-built, angular-jawed Agent I’d fought numerous times, who’d stabbed me, manipulated me, led the team that had shot Talia, and slaughtered an entire room of rebel hackers. My vision narrowed as I clenched the mattress. Kieran sported a streak of sandy-blonde hair now, his hair having grown back naturally where Raven had blasted him the day we’d invaded this godforsaken place, the blonde dark compared to his silver hair. His foot, a casualty of a previous fight with me and Raven, was no longer in a cast, but I detected a slight limp. 

			Like the other Agents, he had multiple implants in his head. His primary one, which I’d removed, had been replaced with one that stuck out an inch from his skull.

			“This is the leading edge of our efforts,” Zion said.

			Kieran didn’t look convinced. “I know you have other demands on your time—”

			“You’re not doing a good enough job.” Kieran started to protest, but Zion cut him off again. “You’re fully operational. Act like it. I’m running out of patience. You’re better served elsewhere.”

			Wraith leaned toward Zion. “If we had more specific direction—”

			Zion glared. “Here? With him listening?”

			The room felt claustrophobic. I wasn’t used to so many people in here, and I’d only glimpsed Kieran once over the past month. Yet I’d been a focus of his.

			Kieran said, “We make progress daily.”

			“I gave you a chance to achieve our goal, but it’s time to take the next step.”

			I dropped my head. I was done looking at them. I was done, period. I’d reached my end. A month of beatings. A month of not seeing my girls, of Zion’s psychological games and constant battle to protect my every thought without end. I wanted to save my family, wanted to strangle Zion for what he’d put us through, but couldn’t find a way. I’d barely seen them, barely seen much of this place—and I questioned what I did see. Zion had made sure of that. 

			I might go insane.

			“We both know he won’t just fight. He needs a reason,” Kieran said. “The motivation we talked about. It’ll enable my team to map the missing parts.”

			Against my better judgment, I looked up. Zion was gazing at me thoughtfully. “I’m going to show you a kindness.”

			I said, “You gonna let me drive a tank over you? It’s been my dream.”

			“I’ll let you see Talia. I expect you to cooperate.”

			“And put her in more danger?” Even as I said that, I ached to see her.

			Kieran gave an inscrutable look. “She doesn’t have long.”

			* * *

			As Kieran clamped my arm and pulled me to my feet, I tried to temper the fear his words evoked. Talia had been so vibrant before they shot her.

			I nearly tripped as he led me to the door, but he slowed, holding onto my arm so I could regain my balance. He then straightened my shirt before leading me out of the room.

			His acts of civility confused me. We were enemies. I was his captive. 

			We stepped into the hallway where men dressed in grey passed by, either orderlies or guards, I wasn’t sure. This section of the hallway was utilitarian, an area of the building that was part of the hospital section but unrenovated, light fixtures yellowed and walls blank; the only decoration was the plaques that displayed door numbers. I wondered which room Raven was in, the solid doors masking the contents of the rooms we passed. I’d heard her screams over the past month, each one shredding me, coming from what sounded like the next row over, but I didn’t know where exactly.

			Kieran and I walked for a minute, my injuries making my limp worse than his, this section of the Facility cold and forlorn, then through a pair of security doors—what I assumed was a monitored checkpoint—and into a nicer, hospital-like area that was familiar from the day we’d invaded. We passed a larger room with a long window that revealed a research lab where a 3D holograph of a brain filled much of the space. Men and women in white coats walked around and through the image, pointing to different sections and the data that hovered throughout the image. I wondered if that was Talia’s brain, mine, or someone else’s.

			I started to get excited, even as I tried to prepare myself for the worst.

			We passed a nurse’s station with staff also dressed in grey; the doors here had windows in them, though many had coverings over them. The sounds of medical equipment operating and soft voices caressed the air, almost foreign to me. 

			I glanced at Kieran, who seemed even more menacing with the blonde streak in his hair. I couldn’t trust him, but I couldn’t stop myself. “What is Zion planning?”

			His bio-enhanced jaw flexed. “Focus on this time. You’ll thank me. Remember, I didn’t put her in this condition.”

			Maybe my fear of how I’d find Talia made me reckless. “But you did. You aren’t a hero, no matter what you tell yourself.”

			His eyes narrowed, then he forced me forward. Seconds later, he stopped and opened a door.

			Talia’s room.

			My heart hammered in my chest as I stepped inside, Kieran no longer beside me. He backed away and let the door close between us. 

			The room was as I remembered, with a scattering of equipment—next-gen holograph interfaces, satellite rapid uplinks, multi-phase communicators—to the right side of the room, and a lone hospital bed to the left, partly hidden by a curtain. The body in the bed was so small. I forgot how small my younger child was.

			I stepped closer, saw her face, and tears formed.

			Unlike last time, she laid on her back though her head was to the side, a lump laying on her chest, the wires attached to her head curving away toward various machines nearby. She seemed catatonic, though her cheeks were fuller than I remembered, her brown hair a tangled mess. A small hand rested on the lump, her breathing shallow, a shell of who she’d been. I feared if she woke, she’d be as distant as when we’d broken in to save her.

			I dropped to my knees beside the bed, not bothering to look for a chair, and took her other hand. After a moment, I dropped my head, my worst fear imagined: my daughters imprisoned and in pain, me helpless to change it. 

			She wouldn’t want to live like this, fragile and confined.

			I felt movement and heard a rustle.

			I raised my head. Talia was staring at me. She then looked past me to the door—and swiftly sat up, one hand holding the thing on her chest, the cords attached to her skull rising up with her, her auburn eyes sparkling.

			Full of life.

			She smiled. “Abouts time.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			I stared at Talia in disbelief as I knelt beside her hospital bed. She was supposed to be near death, a ghost sustained by Zion’s beeping medical machines after he’d “cracked” her. I wanted to scan those machines but couldn’t look away. She smiled at me with secrets and amusement.

			“I had to wait for Stripe to scoot. He was snooping,” she said.

			The contrast from the barely-alive waif I’d expected was so jarring I struggled to keep up. “‘Stripe’?”

			“Kieran,” she whispered. I realized she was referring to the sandy-blonde streak in his hair. 

			She brought her knees up, drawing the blanket up with her, and rested the object she’d been holding on her knees. The gleaming cords draped against her spine as they hung from the back of her head.

			Other than the cords sticking out of her and the ominous device on her knees, she looked vibrant, her skin healthy and pink. 

			My joy sparked and swelled so intensely it hurt. I hugged her, not caring how awkward it was with her knees up, the cables from her head brushing against my arm. 

			“Shmaltzy,” she said but hugged me back.

			I didn’t want to let go but had so many questions. “OK talk,” I said as I pulled away, noting her hug had been shaky. “What happened? You looked weaker a month ago.”

			“I wasn’t that bad—well, kinda bad—but I couldn’t squawk with those gooners around. I’ve been getting stronger for a whits but been hiding that from them. It took oodles to locate my bio readouts in their system, and they knew at first I was healing, but once I found the right reads, I fiddled with the data, so they think I’m still weak.” 

			“What do you mean locate your readout?” She couldn’t leave the bed, not with those wires.

			She leaned forward, the sparkle in her eyes growing. “They totally whiffed things. They plugged me into their system.” She giggled. “I know they scanned my noggin and used me as a wheel rodent, but they gave me something they never should’ve: access. I’m plugged into this place.” 

			She was an excellent hacker. She’d broken into the LAPD’s system, my company’s database, government websites, and who knew how many other systems. Zion’s men had hooked her into his network—and she was claiming she’d taken advantage without their knowledge.

			I’d feared Zion would turn her into an Agent. I never dreamed she’d turn the tables.

			With a start, I scanned the room and spotted what I’d feared. A camera in the far corner capturing all of this. “Talia, it’s too late.”

			She followed my gaze. “Posh. I flipped that ages ago. I had to, to stealth my abilities. It’s on a loop. We need to hush-like, though.”

			“Are you saying you took control of that camera?”

			“Not just that one. I’m hooked into the whole Agency system.” She wiggled excitedly as she struggled to keep her voice low. “I can open doors, mask cameras, change data. I’ve got fingers in the whole soup. It’s huge.”

			“Do they know you have access? Have you changed things?”

			“Not that they would’ve noticed. Like my bio bits. I changed the info mouse-like over time to be sneaky. They think I just lie here, which I do, but while my limbs lay all floppy, my mind explored their system. I created whole pathways with my mind, like a snake in their maze. Or a worm.”

			I was stunned. These idiots hadn’t had a clue about her abilities—or thought she was too weak. 

			“Don’t you see?” she asked with big eyes. “I’ll help you escape.”

			My mouth dropped open. “You…how?”

			

			“First time I woke up in this creepy room, I was so confused. When I tried to move, I was tied down. Took bits to realize what they’d done. They saved me. Brought me back. Didn’t they?” Before I could answer, she hurried on. “I figged they were using me, felt an interface-presence that didn’t just read my head whispers, it tried to change them. At first, I let it, but then I noodled how to slip under the scientists’ noses, let them play with randoms. I was too late to stop them from buffering me, but I wanted them to pay. At first, I only did it at night, but after I sunk my claws in, I found my feeds, ghosted my movements, and went exploring. 

			“I found you once,” she went on, “trying to jimmy an Agency office. I hid your implant codes before it could trip alarms and helped you.”

			The memory struck me: crouched in the stairwell of that office building in Los Angeles’ New Downtown, trying to use my implant to hack the door lock into The Agency’s office. I’d failed—but it had unlocked on its own. She’d done it.

			“I couldn’t find you after that, not until your broadcast at the football stadium. I slowed Agents so you could skedaddle. Did other stuff, too, like that blinking light at the farm. You needed an exit. Coppers almost had you, but their scanners told me where you were. I hid you two other times and blocked a feed that would’ve blabbed your face.”

			“I had no idea.”

			“When you busted in to snatch me, I knew it was a trap. I wanted to help, locked doors to block some of the silver creeps from reaching you, but it wasn’t enough.”

			I was stunned by what she’d accomplished and could do, but I was also afraid. “Agents may know you’re faking, that your weakness is a sham. They could be toying with you.”

			“Only Kieran comes to see me.”

			“Then he knows.”

			“He acts odd. He gave me a teddy bear,” she indicated a small, white-haired bear that laid next to her pillow, “and moved two of the louder machines away so I could snooze better.”

			I glanced at the machines. In addition to the equipment I’d noticed before, there were four machines that monitored biometric data, including a heart monitor and blood oxidation. “You control these, too?”

			“They were trickier, but yeah.” 

			As she talked, I touched her, assuring myself she wasn’t a projection, that she was alert. “I’m so sorry I left you at Free Isle.”

			“Dad, they tried to make me a robot. They had no right.” Her face clouded. “I couldn’t shield you from what they’ve done to you. I looked in a few times but couldn’t watch. They kept hurting you, then flooding you with visions. I had to be super careful not to interfere.”

			A thought struck me. “Are you looking through my eyes? Can you?”

			“Looking through eyes would make me queasy. Not sure I could warg that. I mean, yeah, maybe, but so icky.” She brightened. “I can trick Agents, though. They have screens over their peepers, too. I’ve used that to make them think I’m ghost-like when an Agent nurse checks on me.” 

			“Do you know what Zion is up to? Does he want to reconfigure everyone’s mind?”

			“Not reconfigure them. His peeps have learned how to scan people’s thought bubbles, tracking attitudes, feelings, and other bits to see if they’ll rise against him.”

			This was what Zion had been talking about. He’d eradicate threats before they had a chance to blossom. 

			“I can erase The Agency’s data when it’s time, but if I do it now, they’ll discover my access.” 

			I was thrilled by her ability, even awed, but until she acted, Zion could read my mind, which meant I had to be careful. Somehow, I had to shield my thoughts. Not only could I screw up and reveal her secret, Zion could use her against me. Now that I knew she was healthy, I had to get my family out of here. I’d longed for it since Zion trapped us, but now, for the first time, I let myself consider it. 

			I felt cautiously excited. “What do you have in mind for an escape?”

			She rubbed her hands together in a way that almost made me laugh. Even with being in Hell, with her being hooked up, she could bring that out of me. “I’ll trick them, use their tech and locks against them. You warn Raven and Mom.”

			I hadn’t been allowed near them, but as I opened my mouth to admit that, she wavered, her cheeks paling. For all of her claims, she was still a young girl who had been through a tremendous amount—and I feared she was weaker than she acted.

			At my insistence, she laid down and rested her cheek against her pillow. She looked at me sadly. “I couldn’t stop your hurts. I’m sorry, Daddy.”

			I assured her she had no reason to apologize and convinced her to let me examine her. The three cords disappeared into the base of her skull via some kind of bio-interface ports. The fourth went under her hospital gown.

			With her assistance, I shifted her gown to inspect the device attached to her chest without exposing her. The cable that disappeared under her gown went to a box with a digital readout. Two wires exited the box and plunged into her body, one going into her ribcage down to the right and the other to the upper left, both close to her heart. I also saw the top section of a scar that ran vertically down her chest.

			I realized the device did two things: tracked her heartbeat and sent signals to whatever The Agency had surgically implanted, probably within her heart. The scar indicated as such.

			“My heart can’t beat on its own,” she said in a small voice. “I have holes in it. Moms told me.”

			I struggled to maintain a positive expression, but if I tried to take her out of here, she could die in minutes. Maybe seconds. A hurt as strong as the day I’d thought she’d died—that she had died—gripped me. 

			I brushed strands of hair from her face. “My lioness. I’m so sorry for how you’ve suffered. You’re so strong. I’m proud of you.”

			Her eyelids dropped, but she forced them open. “Raven’s tried to run away, but you haven’t. Whys not?”

			“I wouldn’t leave you.”

			“You have to. Take Moms. She cries most nights.”

			“You realize she’s why you’re hurt.” Mina had betrayed us back on Free Isle, after we’d hid with the rebels, by contacting Kieran and making a deal. In exchange for us, she’d get her data files that synched with an app that allowed her to pretend our son Adem—who’d died as an infant—was still alive. Her betrayal had led to the firefight that had taken Talia from me.

			I could never trust Mina again.

			“I remember,” Talia said softly.

			Rallying herself, she said, “I’ve hidden your implant codes and will corrupt all your data bits, so after you three scoots, you’ll become invisible from The Agency’s systems. I think Zion already knows how your noggins work, but his software will misread your faces. He won’t find your codes anywhere, and any searches for any of you, names and stuff, will come back empty. You’ll be able to hide, maybe have a chance.

			“I have the programs ready, but the only way it works is if I protect you so you can run away,” she added. 

			I realized the implication of what she was saying. “No. I won’t do it. Leaving you behind will wreck me.”

			“You have to. I’ll help you three escape. But I’m staying.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Worry and anxiety gripped me as I left Talia’s room. I needed to stop my tumbling thoughts, but I was overwhelmed. I couldn’t ignore what I’d learned—or the sacrifice she planned.

			Kieran approached from where he’d waited down the hall. “Were you strong for her?”

			The oppressiveness of this place crashed back in as I imagined leaving her behind. 

			Kieran steered me back through the complex, though I only half paid attention to our route, more focused on the Agents we passed, each one a threat, each one an accomplice to our enslavement. 

			What Talia suggested was highly questionable. Multiple systems ran this place with dozens of cameras and even more men and women, each stationed here to undergo the metamorphosis from patriotic soldier to brainwashed, biologically-augmented Agent. 

			Breaking out was impossible. 

			Though she had done impossible things in the past.

			Even if she could get us out, I wouldn’t leave her.

			Kieran and I entered the two-door checkpoint. The first door had to close and lock before the second one would unlock, possibly a security addition after Raven and I had invaded this place—though we hadn’t reached this back part of the building. 

			Raven. 

			I could destroy Raven’s best chance to escape, to have a life, by trying to take Talia with us. She needed to be free, but I could doom both of us by simply trying. 

			As the first door locked, Kieran clamped a hand around my neck and leaned close. “There’s no way your little band of rebels could’ve won. Zion’s control can’t be broken.”

			I stiffened when he clamped my neck, but his words made my muscles ache. I was terrified I would reveal Talia’s secret. I let myself look distraught. Maybe Kieran would think I was too focused on Talia’s condition to pay attention.

			The second door opened, and we entered the prisoner section, the cold walls, bare light fixtures, and metal doors too familiar, as was the smell, a mix of cheap paint, bleach, and mildew.  

			Pierce walked toward us, his styled hair bobbing slightly, patent leather shoes reflecting the harsh light. “You coddle him, Kieran. Clout him in the kidneys.” He pantomimed a low punch as he passed.

			Kieran paused, stopping my forward progress with the hand gripping my neck. Worry flared, that he’d read my mind or that he’d follow Pierce’s advice. A number shot through my mind. Seventy-six. I wasn’t sure what it meant.

			After a moment, Kieran continued down the corridor, which had smaller hallways to one side. “Talia is well cared for,” he said almost conversationally. “If she starts to hurt, we’ll give her pain meds. Zion will allow that now. I don’t want her to hurt, Dray. When it starts to get bad, I’ll insist she doesn’t suffer.”

			We turned down the hallway to my room, though I only tangentially noticed, his words more painful than any blows from his steel-like fists. 

			He opened the door to my room, the burnished metal adorned with the label C-12, and pushed me inside. “Play your role. For your daughter’s sake.” He then added under his breath, as if weighed down by some thought, “We all have roles.”

			He closed the door.

			I stood rigid, warring with myself, my mind too active, which threatened both her and me. I hadn’t thought of escaping before, hadn’t had a reason unless I knew I could somehow take her and Raven with me.

			

			Ninety-seven, my mind whispered. I didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t know if Talia could actually do what she claimed. Didn’t know if Raven was healthy enough to run, if they’d broken her.

			I was being watched, maybe more at the moment than normal. There wasn’t a mirror in my room, but I wasn’t fooled. Cameras watched the room, one obvious—the one hanging in the corner—but certainly, others that were hidden, additional systems against us.

			I had to guard my thoughts, hide my reactions. But Talia was not only healthier than I’d thought, she planned to sacrifice herself for our family. The thought nearly broke me.

			Movement caught my eye. A swarmbot crawled out from a crack where the wall met the concrete floor and angled to look up at me. A handful of the black, five-legged robots, each about the size of a keyring, had survived and now hid in the facility, though they weren’t enough to do anything, not like the tens of thousands Garly had sent when we invaded this place. As I looked at the tiny ‘bot, a second crawled out, both concerned about me, their sensors tuned to my emotional state. 

			I was at a loss, not sure how to absorb what I’d learned. 

			I didn’t want Talia to risk herself, but she’d do it whether I agreed or not. She’d do it for the ones she loved. She was too much like me in that regard. She would throw her life away for us. 

			Then I understood the number. Ninety-seven steps between my cell and Talia’s room. I’d counted. Which meant I’d already made my decision.

			Besides, the alternative was whatever Zion planned for us once we stopped serving a purpose.

			I needed to figure out a way to use Talia’s access to get us out of here. It wouldn’t be a matter of just unlocking some doors. 

			Yet I was apprehensive. I’d made mistakes before, not listened, taken the hard way out of pride or protectiveness for my daughters, which had led us here. I’d actively opposed my government, had plotted against it, hurt people, and caused so many to die. But the alternative was to be complacent, which would have led to a different form of imprisonment for myself and my family. I’d had to fight. 

			And I had to fight now. Each piece of data we surrendered to Zion was a tool he could use to control others.

			While I hadn’t considered escaping before, Raven certainly would have, so they had a baseline. That’s why I’d resisted making plans, as I would’ve shown Zion’s team how my brain worked. I would’ve revealed too much.

			I needed to mask my racing thoughts. I could feel my synapses firing like crazy. 

			To distract myself, I focused on the door, not to figure out how to escape but how it was constructed. The hinges were on the outside, of course, the metal solid. The door was controlled by biometrics, as were most things here, with a four-inch square device in the wall near the door, though as I looked closer, I noticed a tiny hole where the thumb was placed. I’d first assumed the device scanned the fingerprint, but I could see the tip of a needle inside the hole. It drew blood instead, every time an Agent used it to unlock the door.

			In addition to the keypad, the door’s handle had a key lock. OSHA must have an influence even here, with the key lock able to open the door in the case of a power outage. Yet this carried a separate risk. If Zion discovered Talia’s access, he could cut all power here, severing her influence, yet still reach his prisoners with the right key. 

			Stepping back from the door, I scanned the pockmarked walls of my dingy room, cameras and other monitoring devices hidden in those miniscule craters. 

			I thought briefly of the network I’d created that linked every public and private surveillance camera across the country. Another mistake I needed to fix, somehow. I was certain Zion had used a version of the software’s architecture to create his web of lies.

			The door unlocked, and Wraith entered, close-cropped hair like a forest of tiny silver spears. I tried to wipe my mind of all thought. 

			“How was it seeing your girl?” he asked, his voice educated but barbed. When I didn’t answer, he added, “She’s in bad shape. How long do you think she has?”

			We locked eyes and one of his lit up with data projected on his lens. Tracking my response.

			

			I couldn’t slip. I wouldn’t be able to protect her if I failed. Forced my thoughts on him instead. Most Agents dressed well. Surrendering their souls to The Agency must’ve paid handsomely. Yet Wraith didn’t spend his money on his wardrobe.

			“Time for your walk,” he said.

			It felt as if we were a few minutes early from our daily routine, but I didn’t argue. I followed him out of the cell, though he paused to face me. “You’re acting different. What’re you hiding?”

			I forced a derisive laugh. “I can’t hide anything, remember?”

			He frowned and pushed me forward. 

			I carefully tried to keep my mind blank as I took in my surroundings, really took everything in. 

			My cell was in the last row of the prisoner area. 

			Most of the rooms in this area were cells, though some were occupied by Agents to more closely monitor some of the prisoners. I’d briefly glimpsed a few during lunch shifts and trips to the yard, though some days Zion kept me trapped in my room.

			The hallway with my cell was connected to the corridor Kieran had used earlier. Now, Wraith and I passed three other cell-lined hallways. Those other cells could be occupied, or none could be—though I’d heard other sounds of torture in the night, not just Raven’s. 

			Right now, the area was quiet. 

			Beyond the cells, the main corridor branched in two directions. The path to the right led to Talia, but Wraith steered me to the left. 

			We approached a set of fireproof doors which unlocked as we neared, and we passed the main cafeteria as we continued down the hallway. A dozen Agents of various degrees were scattered about the poured-plastic tables; they were eating and talking as if they were factory workers on break. 

			He led me to an intersection with a larger hallway. Doors lined the hallway in both directions, another blast door nearby. As we stepped into the larger hallway, I spotted two more Agents, women with the grace of natural athletes. Past them was a supply closet.

			The closet inspired me. I’d need a battery for the device on Talia’s chest.

			Another Agent passed, an older one with a ring of scars on his throat, and I shoved my thoughts of Talia aside. I couldn’t slip like that again. Focused again on the Agents.

			There were probably more here than any other location outside of their D.C. headquarters. Of course. This was where they were made. 

			Agents were soldiers who’d failed Special Forces training. Somehow, they were convinced to subject themselves to the modifications, enhancements, and indoctrination that twisted them into silver-haired Agents who did Zion’s bidding. 

			I scanned Wraith’s head, his multiple implants poorly hidden. One implant protruded higher than the others, possibly a transmitter. Another was grid-like, its wavy pattern expanding the implant’s surface area, probably so it could receive terabytes of information, tactical data, and whatever else oppressors needed to quell the populous. 

			I suspected their implants included cognitive boosters, along with communication systems that spanned the spectrum in order to hook into so many networks besides their own: other governments’, private companies’, and so on. 

			Even if my family and I could escape, I thought as Wraith led me toward the far door, I didn’t know how to avoid recapture. The Agency controlled every surveillance system—and had been scanning my brain for weeks. Yet I felt Talia was sending us on a crash course.

			Brilliant sunlight briefly filled the hallway as the far door that led to the prison yard opened, and someone was directed back inside the building. 

			When the door closed and my eyes adjusted, I stopped. The person led inside was Raven. It was the first time I’d seen her since we’d invaded this place. Old bruises were visible on her face, and her golden-brown hair was ragged, but her body was leaner. Stronger somehow. She’d lost the index and middle fingers of her right hand to a gunshot from Sari Britt, a female Agent with a bob of silver hair and an athlete’s body. Raven had been given metal replacements with plasma cores, in order to use them as weapons, but those replacements were gone, the bioconnectors in her stumps visible. She wore the same prison garb I did, olive shirt and tan slacks. It was a stark contrast from the day in Free Isle when she’d been happy, believing she was starting the life she was destined for, strong and unscarred and full of life.  

			Her jade-colored eyes flashed with anger when she saw me—not surprising, given how we’d left things between us. Then, still locked on me, she scratched the edge of her chin. It was the signal Mina and I had devised in college, a secret code to indicate one of us wanted to leave a party.

			Wraith pushed me past her before I could respond. 

			She was still fighting.

			I realized he had done this on purpose, to make me falter. I cast my thoughts aside and stepped through the door into the yard.  

			The Facility occupied a huge swath of land. Two rows of barbed-wire-topped fence ringed the property, keeping everyone where Zion wanted them. The prison yard was a smaller fenced off area inside the compound, twenty square yards of brittle grass to serve as a semblance of exercise. 

			I was the only prisoner in the yard. They never allowed prisoners out here together. It was always just myself and an Agent.

			I began to pace the outer edge, pushing through aches to regain even a sliver of strength. The sun was intense, the wind nonexistent. I tracked a cluster of eight Agents as they jogged past, most with at least two additional implants. Not full terrors yet, though they would be. 

			Zion wanted to show his grip. That’s why his Agents didn’t blend in. Their silver hair was only partly to hide their implants. The other part was to display his control. They were designed for enforcement, not espionage.

			I would not leave Talia here.

			The heart-shaped face of my wife, Mina, flickered in my mind. It triggered a thought that would be risky. I shifted my gaze outward to mask my struggle. 

			Farms occupied the lands around the Facility. A road cut to the west, two others to the north at different spots. We were far from the eyes and concerns of the world. I tried not to dwell on that either and began to run number sequences in my head.

			Sometime later, Wraith returned me to my room. 

			He stared at me, one eye bright with data, though I sat on my bed and tried to ignore him. 

			An Agent-in-training entered with my lunch, shredded beef, corn in a brown sauce, and lumpy mashed potatoes served on a rectangular tray. 

			I began to eat, using the plastic fork that served as my only utensil. I slowed, then forced myself to continue. I needed to get stronger. And I needed to do something I never thought I’d do.

			Wraith sat next to me. “What are you thinking? You’re hiding something.”

			I set the edge of my fork down on an empty section of the tray. Kept my mind blank.

			“You can’t win this. You might last a couple of days, but your thoughts will slip through. It’s inevitable.” 

			The next thought that shot through my head would be recorded and analyzed. 

			I risked a glance at him, realized I’d been holding my fork at that angle for a reason. I pushed down, and the fork’s handle snapped diagonally, creating a shank about five inches long. 

			I raised my arm, cocked it back, and jabbed the shank toward my jugular. 

			Because of where he sat, Wraith couldn’t stop me from finishing my jab, but he reacted faster than a normal person. He shoved my elbow forward so the shank would miss my neck—which is why I steered the shank downward. And plunged it into my body.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			The shank’s rough point pierced my skin under my clavicle, nearly three inches deep, the momentum from Wraith’s blow forcing it an inch to the left, which widened the wound.

			Blood soaked my shirt.

			Wraith leapt to his feet. “What the?”

			I kept still so I didn’t increase the damage and focused on the pain. 

			He left my cell and described what I’d done to an Agent in the hallway, a woman who was just visible from where I sat.  “Maybe he couldn’t take it,” she told him. 

			I gripped my shoulder and hoped he wasn’t the only one confused.

			As they talked, I gazed at the camera. Talia might be watching. I wanted to assure her, but others watched as well. 

			Wraith returned, grabbed my good arm, and pulled me out of the cell. Passing stunned stares, we returned to the large corridor and turned left. The third door down was the infirmary.

			I was deposited in an exam room and left under the watchful eye of yet another camera, privacy laws disregarded in this hellhole.

			As I started to feel lightheaded, the door opened, and my wife entered. 

			Mina wore a floral shirt I didn’t recognize and black pants, a stethoscope around her neck, her black hair pulled into a bun. Her brown eyes were wide as she took in my blood-spattered shirt and the shank sticking out of my upper shoulder, her Mediterranean skin pale. I noticed a faint frown line that hadn’t existed before, and her cheekbones were more prominent, which indicated she’d lost weight, though her outfit hid her body.  

			She turned around, and that’s when I noticed Wraith holding the door open. “What did you do?”

			“He tried to hurt himself. I stopped him from something worse.”

			Her eyes returned to me, this time searching my own. I knew that look. My actions weren’t like me, and she was searching for an explanation. More than two decades of marriage would do that.

			I would’ve thought the same applied to her, though she’d caught me by surprise when she betrayed us, her grief over the loss of Adem deeper than she’d let on. I hadn’t known she’d made a digital version of our baby son using InMemorium software, which grew into a little boy before her augmented eyes until the day she betrayed us.  

			Wraith shut the door, leaving me with her as if it would be another form of torture. Under different circumstances, it would’ve been. 

			She gathered supplies from various cabinets and set them on a nearby tray. “I’ve hoped to see you,” she said softly. “Though not like this.”

			“I didn’t know you worked here,” I lied. I’d spotted her twice over the past month, each time with a stethoscope around her neck. 

			“I want to help where I can.” She rolled a stool over, sat, then paused. She would have to get close to work on my injury. In one flicker of her eyes, I read fear, longing, and uncertainty.

			I remembered the day I fell in love with her. We’d been college students, two months into dating and already spending more time together than apart. Her car had developed an odd rattle, and I’d offered to fix it. She’d helped, though she didn’t know much about engines. She got greasy with me, acting as my assistant and learning my tools as we worked. We fixed the noise, a water pump that we replaced, and she’d been proud of having assisted. As for me, she’d shown her smarts, ability to learn quickly, and lack of pretention. When I pointed out the grease in her hair and the streak on her nose, she laughed, then kissed me. 

			

			That had been the start of what I’d felt was my life. Until her betrayal.

			After Talia died, Raven and I had fought for our lives, eventually joining the rebels. Then Kieran had put Mina on TV to reveal Talia was alive. I’d been torn, not sure I could believe her, not wanting to risk the hope and hurt it brought. But I had. I’d searched for Talia, sacrificing everything to get to her, and found her alive, though the announcement had been a trap. 

			Raven and I had been prisoners since then.

			Now, I had to do something I’d never planned to do again. I had to trust my wife.

			I flickered my eyes up at the camera. I hoped Talia had figured out my purpose—and had the access she claimed.

			“I’m going to start working on you now,” Mina said, her conflicting emotions audible. Watching me as she neared my injury, she leaned in, face inches from mine. She raised gauze pads to clean the wound. After soaking those, she replaced them with a fresh set and motioned to the shank. “I’m going to have to remove this.”

			And I had to confide in her. It’s why I’d stabbed myself, to talk to her. 

			Talia wouldn’t be able to block the video in the exam room, so I lowered my head to hide my face and began to scratch at the paper covering the examination table I sat on to interfere with their microphones. I said, “Don’t react to what I’m going to say.”

			Mina nodded as she leaned in and took a hold of the shank’s handle.

			“Talia is going to break us out.”

			Mina jerked back, triggering a burst of pain as she yanked out the shank too fast. She gave me a wide-eyed look, then jammed the gauze pads into my bleeding wound. 

			I let my face show pain and displeasure, then lowered it again from the camera’s view. Scratched at the paper. “She’s been faking. She’s alert, and she’s tapped into Zion’s systems. She’s going to get us out—but she plans to sacrifice herself to do it.”

			“Oh god,” Mina whispered as she pressed the gauze against my wound. “No. She can’t.”

			“It’s going to happen.” I wished Valor was waiting for us past the fence, but she would’ve been long gone. She had traveled to this area with Raven and me, but I’d forbidden her from invading it with us. When we hadn’t escaped, she would’ve moved on. If she hadn’t, she would’ve risked capture herself. “You know the extent of Talia’s injuries?”

			Mina hesitated, then nodded. She pulled back, busying herself with changing the soaked pad for another one, and dabbed at my wound instead of pressing into it.

			“Don’t you want to save our daughters?”

			“It’s all I want to do. The gunshot from that day,” she hesitated, struggling, “pierced Talia’s heart both entering and exiting. The Agency’s team put her on a blood bypass machine as they surgically patched the holes. One patch covers an entire side of one of her heart’s chambers, and a second one covers a portion of another chamber. Both have to flex in perfect harmony with her heart, or she’ll go into arrhythmia. If either patch loses power, they stop completely. The box on her chest coordinates the beats.”

			I continued to scratch the paper, crinkling it as well. “Does the device have a battery backup?”

			“Not
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