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Part One


 

Chapter 1

 

The treeline ended as neatly as if it had been sliced with a razor. Across the clear-cut expanse rose a gray wall, stretching up to the moon, lit up by a row of floodlights brighter than the sun. The prison. Even from where Connor and Jacob lurked, crouched in the trees as cars whizzed by on the road just ahead, it seemed to take up more space than it should, like reality had warped around it. The prison was the size of a world.

Even the air this close to the prison smelled wrong, underneath the nauseating odor of car exhaust. It smelled dead. Like burning, even though there was no smoke and no fire. Like death, even though any dead bodies the prison contained were locked away within its walls, unable to reach freedom even in death. The only sound in the air came from the cars zooming past at twice the speed limit as if they were trying to hurry past the place as quickly as possible. Even the owls were silent.

The prison looked unguarded, that empty expanse an uninhabited desert. It was a lie. The rows of hulking metal robots that surrounded the walls like a moat were all the guards the prison needed. The floodlights glinted off their unmoving metal surfaces like they were statues or natural rock formations. They were as still as either. This would change if they spotted an intruder. The best anyone could hope for in that circumstance would be to die quickly, perforated by the hundred bullets per second that a single one of the metal beasts could deliver.

Connor looked down doubtfully at the sheer fabric suit in his hands. The fabric was silky against his fingers, and impossibly thin. The suit was all one piece, like a child’s pajamas. But most pajamas didn’t have a built-in pair of gloves to cover the hands, or a hood that slipped over the face with only the tiniest of breathing holes.

“You’re sure this will work?” Connor asked in a whisper, even though even the robots couldn’t hear him from here. “That guy who sold us these… he was awfully weird, don’t you think?”

Weird was an understatement. The man’s eyes had taken up half his face behind his glasses, and the left one had constantly twitched. He had spoken in long and twisting sentences that Connor could only follow about half the time. He had gone on and on about the technology, about how he had developed it himself, about how once upon a time his genius would have made him a rich man but now it only made him a wanted one. Connor wasn’t sure he trusted anyone who called himself a genius.

Jacob was already halfway into his suit. There was nothing special about the fabric Jacob was zipping up around his torso. It looked like he was wearing mosquito netting. The moonlight shone off it, making him terrifyingly visible even in the shadows. Connor could only imagine how visible he would be under the floodlights.

“As much as we can trust anyone,” said Jacob, which hardly seemed like a ringing endorsement to Connor. But he continued: “We’ve gotten useful tech from him before. None of it has ever failed on us. And that type is always a little strange in the head.”

“That type?” Connor asked as he stepped into his own suit. The fabric clung to the clothing underneath like spidersilk.

“The brainy type,” Jacob clarified. “You and me, we’re not built like that. We’re built to do the physical work. To take risks. To step up. It’s more dangerous work, but it’s simpler, too. We don’t live our lives buried in numbers and formulas.”

From anyone else, Connor might have objected to the implication that he wasn’t smart. Coming from Jacob, the words made him feel warm inside. When he had walked into the headquarters he wasn’t supposed to know the location of, and the others had wanted to lock him up and throw away the key for safety’s sake, Jacob had taken one look at him and seen him. Not just the resemblance to his parents, whom they had all known. But something else, something Connor himself couldn’t see no matter how long he spent squinting at himself in the mirror. This one has potential, he had told the others. Under all that fear, this one’s just like me. Give him a chance. He can be taught.

“But if the suits don’t work…” Connor zipped up his own suit as he shot a nervous look out past the road, toward the waiting robots. “Those things will wake up. They’ll kill us.”

“If we’re lucky, they’ll kill us,” said Jacob, which didn’t do much for Connor’s mood. “That’s not the kind of luck a person should bet on.”

Connor shivered. “You’re not making me feel any better.”

“I’m not trying to,” said Jacob, squeezing his muscular arms into the slim arms of the suit. He tugged the fabric up his forearms, smoothing out the wrinkles. “Yeah, they could get us. That’s part of the deal. It’s the risk with every mission. You said you wanted to learn this stuff. Have you changed your mind?”

He remembered how helpless he had felt trying to bring his parents back, pounding on their chests even when the amount of blood on the floor had told him it was pointless. He remembered how pathetic he had felt later, standing there in the headquarters of his parents’ resistance cell, feeling everyone judging him as a potential traitor at best or useless at worst. He didn’t want to be the coward the others had seen him as. He wanted to be the person Jacob had seen.

“I haven’t changed my mind,” he said as Jacob’s head disappeared into the hood.

Connor pulled his own hood over his head. He had expected not to be able to see, but the view through the thin mesh was almost as clear as without it. Breathing gave him more trouble—he knew he could get enough air through the small breathing holes just under his nostrils, but whenever he pulled in a breath, he felt the fabric sucking in. It felt like suffocation. He resisted the urge to reach up with his gloved hands and tug the material away from his face.

Jacob graced him with a single nod. “I didn’t think so,” he said. “Your parents would be proud.”

That warm feeling again. Not because of what Jacob had said about his parents. Of course they would have been proud of him; it was their job. His parents had always been proud of him simply for breathing. It hadn’t meant anything except that they were his parents, and pride was as much a part of their duty as love.

But knowing Jacob was proud of him… now that was something that mattered. It landed in his chest like a sun-warmed gem, glinting with a light only he could see, warming him from the inside.

“Thank you,” he said, and swallowed the tail end of the last word too late as he heard the choked-up sound in his voice.

Jacob answered with a grunt deep in his throat. “Don’t get mushy on me,” he warned.

“I won’t,” Connor promised fervently, then cringed—it had been too much.

But if Jacob also thought so, he didn’t comment. “Let’s go save one of our people,” he said. “Let’s show you how it’s done.”

At a break in the cars, he darted across the road. Connor followed, trying not to think about how easily the vehicles could crush him to roadkill.

Once he made it to the other side, he realized he had been thinking about the wrong threat. The cars had missed him, and now here he was, standing exposed at the edge of nothingness. A bare expanse of dead grass. Rows and rows and rows of shiny metal in front of him. And then the prison. Most people spent a lifetime trying to stay outside those walls. He was going in voluntarily.

If he made it past the robots.

Jacob strode forward at a clip, not running but not slowing down either. If the robots scared him at all, if he felt the slightest apprehension at the thought of being ripped to shreds by their guns, he didn’t show it. Connor scrambled to catch up with him, lengthening his stride, wheezing at the exertion.

Exposed. Emptiness to all sides. The moonlight shining down on them, glittering off the white mesh. They were easy targets.

Easy targets for a human. But the prison wasn’t guarded by humans.

The strange inventor had claimed the suits would hide them from the robots’ senses. Connor didn’t like the idea of trusting his life to that man. He also knew he had no choice. Not if he wanted to make Jacob proud.

Closer to the robots. Closer. Their brushed metal exteriors smelled the way his hands used to when he and his dad had worked on his dad’s old motorbike together.

He kept his eyes locked on the sleeping army, watching for the slightest hint of movement.

Their heads were tucked into their chests. Their arms, as big around as Connor’s chest, hung heavy at their sides.

They didn’t move.

Jacob stepped into the first row of robots. He slipped between two of them and kept walking. He didn’t look to either side. He only strode forward, focused on his destination. No hesitation. No fear.

Connor wanted to be like that.

He paused as he approached the robots. He almost lost his nerve, almost turned and bolted. Only the thought that a sudden quick motion might activate the robots—what if running made him look like prey?—made him take that first step after Jacob. He didn’t look to the sides either, but not because he was brave enough not to need to. It was because he knew if he looked too closely, he would lose his nerve after all and freeze in place, unable to follow Jacob and unable to retreat.

One step after another after another. He watched his feet. He watched Jacob’s back.

And then Jacob stopped.

Connor’s
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