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Kevin had trusted him. Kevin is dead. So why did I pick it up?

I try to ignore the questions swirling in my brain and focus on my work. Kevin’s work. The work that means freedom or slavery to the whole province. Maybe the whole world.

But the white silk rose draws my eyes like a magnet.

Craig’s informants say dozens of governments are eager to buy. To outsiders, the system is perfect. Centralized knowledge bases. Streamlined access. Unparalleled security. They don’t know the frightening capabilities hidden at its core. Unrivaled tracking and surveillance. Master overrides of infrastructure, finance, and security. Ability to intercept and change electronic communications. That piece earned Kevin a car before he could drive.

I’m glad Mom isn’t alive to know the truth. This is why he married her. Two young programming aces with more skill than forethought. A frail little mother too grateful to be suspicious. An older brother too consumed with jealousy to sense real danger.

We’d played right into Cameron’s hands. He’d made it a game—sometimes a personal goal, sometimes a competition. Kevin had thrived on the challenge, and when my interest lagged, the mere suggestion that I couldn’t keep up with my little brother had always revived my spirit. We’d never questioned the tasks. Never wondered at the lavish rewards.

We’d been kids. Innocent kids. Used to build a system capable of ruling the world.

I lay my head on my desk, biting my lip hard as I study the rose.

Cameron’s betrayal sickens but doesn’t surprise me. But Jack’s—

Footsteps on the stairs bring me upright, and I bury the flower under a heavy manual just as Craig pushes open the door.

“Ever think of knocking?”

“What’s your status?”

“I’m working on it, Craig. You don’t want a progress report. Why do you keep asking?”

“I’d take one if it wasn’t filled with technical gibberish.”

“Then you don’t want one.” Explaining computer programming to my brother is like talking Spanish to a Norwegian. “Everything I’m doing is technical gibberish, and I don’t have the time to interpret it.”

“Any idea how close you are?”

“It’s not a video game. I’m in deep, but I have no idea how much deeper it goes. And without a passcode, I have to go through side doors of side doors just to figure out what I’m up against. I’m surprised they haven’t caught me.”

“You said you’d be careful!” Craig slams his hands on my desk, and I give them an irritated flick.

“Are you trying to get us arrested?” As soon as I say it, I’m sorry. Craig’s hurting as much as I am and deathly afraid of losing me, too. “I’m being careful, Craig. I’m also being realistic. It’s the most sophisticated setup in the world. The fact that I’ve gotten this far could be a trap. Is the shaft being watched?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

“Good. Everything’s going through that computer, so if they do trace it, we’ll at least have warning.” That’s assuming they don’t suspect me the minute they find they’ve been compromised, but I don’t mention that to Craig. “Any word on your backup guy?”

“Still trying to smuggle him in. It’s harder with a man than a message. Three days, unless there's trouble.”

“Good. I can use all the help I can get.” And if I’m arrested, I don’t want the fate of the world dying with me.

The computer chimes softly, and I blank the display, grab a novel, and curl up on the window seat. I may not be fooling anyone, but at least I’m not courting trouble. Not like Kevin.

Even as I think it, I wonder. The rose marks the first time Jack has broken his pattern. That in itself could be trouble. I should tell Craig. But somehow, I can’t.

His fists clench as he watches through a crack in the other curtain while Jack stops to look up at my window, then continues down the block.

“He’s still watching you?”

“It’s his regular round. Has been for months.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Did I say I did?”

“One of these days, I’ll meet up with him on my terms.”

I slide my novel back onto the shelf—maybe one day I’ll actually read the thing—and study my brother’s eyes as I activate the display again.

“Revenge isn’t ours. You know that.”

“He needs to pay.”

“God holds justice.”

“Then where was Kevin’s justice? Tell me that, Jan!” Craig whirls from the window. “Can you guarantee me he won’t someday make his peace with God? No. When you start talking justice, you end up talking mercy. It’s not right. Kevin deserved better. And don’t tell me what Kevin would say. Kevin was blind. Trusting. Just a kid.”

Craig chokes on the last word, and I hope he’ll let the tears come. Instead, his voice turns icy.

“I promise you, Jan, he’s going to pay. And if you were any kind of sister, you wouldn’t want to stop me.”

“That’s not fair, Craig, and you know it. I loved Kevin as much as you did.” I blink back tears as I turn away. “I have to get back to this. Tell me if you hear anything.”

When Craig’s gone, I bury my head in my arms. If he doesn’t deal with his anger and grief, it’ll eat him alive. If we don’t crack this system in a few weeks, Cameron will have the world in his pocket. And after the rose, I can no longer banish Jack from my mind. 

God, please, help.

A few white petals peek out from under the thick manual. Probably shifted when Craig slammed the desk. I should throw it away. It’s not worth the turmoil. But suddenly, the petals take on a faint pinkish glow.

I checked before I kept it. No wires. No transmitters. Only a clear marble—to help keep its shape, I thought. Is it a message? A tracker? An explosive? I grab for it and knock the pile off the desk.

Diving to the floor, I clutch the rose, but it’s pure white. The marble rolls further under the desk, glowing a deep, rosy pink.

I reach for it, then freeze. I know this color. This light. This signal. I haven’t seen it since the days of hide-n-seek. 

Kevin’s finder lights. Craig and I ignored the brilliance of the invention and teased him mercilessly about the name. But that was long before Mom married Cameron. How had Jack gotten it? Why had he returned it? Does he expect me—

Suddenly, I’m sure. Jack knows what it means. He wants me to follow. A warning? A trap? There was no warning for Kevin.

I reach for the marble, and my hand brushes something smooth. This picture must have slipped behind my desk years ago. Craig stands on one side, looking away. I’m caught licking a drip from my ice cream cone. Jack’s face wears a rare smile as he drapes an arm around Kevin’s shoulders. Kevin sports an impish grin as he holds two fingers above his stepbrother’s head.

The ache in my heart is a physical pain. Before joining the guard, Jack was gentle with Mom. Willing to take my part against Craig. Really affectionate toward Kevin.

The others I understand. Cameron’s ruthless political ambition. Craig’s fierce protective streak. Even Kevin’s trusting candor. But Jack. Sudden anger? Thirst for his father’s approval? Some misplaced sense of honor? None of those fit the Jack I thought I knew.

My gaze slides back to the lighted marble, and I push myself to my feet. I can almost hear Craig’s furious arguments as I pull on my jacket and slip down the stairs. Kevin is dead. Jack betrayed him. My job is too important. My common sense admits them all. But I can’t ignore this any longer. I need answers.

I need to see Jack.
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I make my way toward the government complex in the center of town, dodging the patrols, following the tiny sphere that fades from red to blue as I near the source of the signal.

I turn a corner, but the bluish light tints back toward purple, and I cross the street to the park instead. I stop near a pavilion at the marble’s deepest blue, heart pounding in my throat as a figure moves out of the shadows.

“He said you’d come.”

Jack’s voice is low and husky. Of the thousand questions churning my mind, one word passes my lips.

“Why?”

He inclines his head as he walks away. Follow. Where? For what? Gripping the glowing sphere, I trail behind him into the complex. He opens a door in a long, low barracks.

The walls are gray, the furniture sparse. A black-and-white rerun blares from the television. Jack loathes excess noise.

He nods to a door on the opposite wall.

“Your answers are there.”

His face is blank. I’m sure it’s a trap. Craig, please forgive me. 

With a deep breath, I enter the dimly lit room. There’s an impressive array of computer equipment along one wall. Jack needed Kevin’s help to work a new phone.

“I knew you would.”

The voice is soft, weak, strained. The figure on the bed is painfully thin with shaggy hair pushed haphazardly back from his forehead. But something in the voice, the eyes, the glimmer of a smile—

“Hey, sis.”

I can’t move. Can’t think. Can’t breathe. There’s a slight, rasping chuckle.

“Do I look that bad?”

Suddenly, I’m clinging to my brother like one of us is drowning.

“You’re alive. Kevin, you’re alive!”

His body shakes with dry, rattling coughs, and he pushes back weakly. I let go, and he slumps against the pillows.

“What happened to you?” Tears I can’t begin to classify stream down my face. “We thought—they said you were dead.”

“We had to do it, sis.” Determination still lingers in the hoarse voice. “There was
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