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CHAPTER
ONE



My eyes popped open, and an overwhelming flood of light assaulted my senses. A beam shone directly onto my face, making it impossible to see anything. I felt naked, exposed, as the relentless light scanned every inch of me.

Cold, prickly pain needled my skin, and someone spoke to me from a long way off.

I lost consciousness again.

[image: ]


The second time I awoke, it was dark. Something mechanical hummed in my ear, and for a wild moment I thought I was back in Dean’s safehouse, waiting for the body scan that would reveal everything.

My hand flew to my sternum. A thick liquid bandage spread across my chest, and another pooled on my belly. Beneath the bandage gunk, my skin felt raw and singed.

In a rush, I remembered the shock-blast from Clementine’s weapon, the echoing stairwell, the fallen bodies. Surprise and pain. Then the last-minute plan to take Janette’s place and Dean holding Rasheed’s shock-Taser to my gut to replicate her injury. He’d disguised me so I could get inside my long-lost sponsor’s headquarters.

My stomach heaved, and I retched, but nothing came up. Inside. I’d wanted to burrow straight to the heart of all my troubles and finally solve the mysteries that had dominated my life. Had it actually worked?

Also, what had I been thinking? I was alone in a strange place, injured and shaken, on the verge of panicking.

No, actually panicking! I tried to sit up, and the Taser wounds on my skin twanged in protest. “Urgh, that hurts,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

“Janette?”

I froze at the sound of the voice.

“It’s okay, Janette.” A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, pressing me down. “You’re home.”

I couldn’t see the speaker in the darkened room. I felt trapped, pinned like a bug beneath their hand. Panic surged through me, numbing my fingers and toes. “What happened?” I choked out.

“We’re still piecing that together,” said the person holding me down—an older man, according to the sound of his crusty voice. “The extraction went badly. The recruit called it in.” He cleared his throat irritably. “The kid tried to carry you all the way here himself on damaged prosthetics. Logan met you on the line and sent him back to school.”

Logan? The line? “Everything’s a blur,” I said, not needing to fake the grogginess in my voice. “I’m, uh, home?”

“Back in your very own room.” He removed his hand from my shoulder, and I sucked in a relieved breath. “Let me get the lights. Tell me if your eyes are sensitive.”

A chair scraped, and the man crossed the room, which only required a handful of steps. Strip lights set around the ceiling began to glow, revealing the rough outline of the room, a crack in one of the ceiling tiles, the stranger’s white lab coat. He brightened the lights slowly, giving me a chance to calm down a little, to remember how to breathe.

“Is something wrong with my eyes?”

“You tell me.” He returned to the bedside and held a digi-pen with a light in it up to my face. “Can you focus on this?”

“Yes.” I followed the pen’s movements, trying to get a better look at him too. Beyond the nimbus of light, I got a vague impression of bushy gray hair and brown skin.

“So far, so good,” he murmured.

“Did I hit my head?” I hoped acting confused would prompt him to answer my questions without suspicion. If I’d truly made it into my sponsor’s headquarters, I needed answers—fast.

“Not as far as we can tell.” Satisfied with my eye movements, he sat back and gave me an appraising look. He appeared to be in his sixties or seventies, and the fine lines around his brown eyes and broad mouth suggested he laughed often. He had a portable med-tester tucked in the pocket of his lab coat and looked every inch the kindly doctor, not the mustache-twirling mastermind I’d expected to meet at my sponsor’s headquarters.

“What happened to me?” I asked, peeling at a loose corner on my liquid bandage. “The details are fuzzier than a synth-fur coat.”

His bushy eyebrows rose, and I reminded myself to try to sound like Janette.

“You took two shock-Taser blasts during the extraction,” the doctor said. “They appear to have damaged your implant. We’re not sure how that’s going to affect your senses going forward.”

“My senses?”

“Your implant’s nanowires are closely integrated with the pathways that deliver signals from your eyes, ears, and skin to your brain. When you got shot, some of the wires were fried. It’s unclear how much damage that will do to your ability to process various stimuli.”

“Oh. I can hear fine, and my eyes seem okay too.” I shifted on the bed, and sharp, tingling pain shivered across my skin. “My body feels like it’s being stabbed with a thousand tiny needles, though. Is that normal?”

“I’m afraid nothing is normal about your situation, but that is consistent with a shock-Taser injury.”

I nodded—then stopped when it intensified the pinpricks. I was probably in better shape than Janette would have been. My implant’s nanowires had never grown far enough to fully integrate into my sensory nervous system. There was nothing there to fry, which meant I’d get to keep my natural eyesight and hearing.

Not that it would matter if they realized who I was, though. Janette had made it very clear our sponsor would kill anyone who got in their way.

I eyed the doctor warily. “Did you, uh, retrieve the data from my implant? Did you see what happened to me?”

He paused for several moments. Sweat broke out on my forehead, and I dug my fingernails into my palms, fighting another surge of panic.

“Not so far,” he said at last. “We haven’t been able to get any signal at all from your device. It’s possible the damage is permanent.”

I couldn’t tell whether he suspected the damage wasn’t recent. He watched me closely. Was that normal doctor scrutiny or mistrust? These people were aware of my—Jane’s—existence. I had to convince them I was their Janette for long enough to get the information I needed—specifically what this organization actually was and where to find the rest of my batchmates.

Don’t mess this up, Jane, I told myself desperately. This is your only chance.

The doctor continued studying me, waiting. How would Janette react to the news her implant was broken beyond repair? She liked her work, something I still found hard to comprehend. She wouldn’t be happy.

“You can fix it, right?” I touched the bandage on my chest. “I need to get back out there. I was making good progress with⁠—”

“Let’s not worry about that just yet. You need rest and monitoring. We’ll talk about everything when Anna returns.” He shifted in his chair, the cheap metal creaking. “I’m afraid I have to tell you something, J. It’s about Eliza.”

Eliza, the woman I’d known as Clementine. I remembered wrestling with her on the stairs in my dorm—her impressive strength, her fingers digging into my skin, her seizing control of the Taser and setting it to kill. Then the shock as Dean shot her first and her heavy body collapsed on top of me.

I gulped. “What about her?”

“I’m so sorry.” The doctor took my hand, and I tried not to flinch. “Eliza was shot during the extraction. She didn’t make it. She’s gone, J.”

“Oh. I⁠—”

“I know things have been complicated between you two lately.” He squeezed my hand. “It’s okay if you have mixed feelings right now.”

I cast my eyes downward, trying to look conflicted. “Yes.”

“Take all the time you need to process. I hope the fact that you got to work together these past few months will be some consolation. She enjoyed serving as your handler again. She’d never have said so, but you were always her favorite.”

I didn’t speak, trying to remember what I knew of their relationship. Janette must have felt hurt and resentful toward Eliza after she went off to become Janie’s handler, Clementine Davies. But Janette had also loved her enough to throw herself in the way of a Taser blast to protect her.

I wasn’t sorry Clementine was dead. The cold way she’d treated me aside, that woman had used and abandoned two of my batchmates, young girls who just wanted families and identities. She’d discarded them callously, and thinking about it still made me furious.

She never deserved their love. We all should have had better than this.

Angry tears swam at the corners of my eyes, I hoped enough to feign actual grief. I made a show of wiping them away then adopted Janette’s cool, indifferent mask. “So, when can I get back in the field?”

The doctor patted my shoulder sadly. “We’ll talk about that later. You should rest, and we’ll try again to extract the data from your implant. We have a lot of questions about the two weeks between your last download and your abduction.”

“Right. Questions.” I wasn’t sure how many of those I could answer. I hadn’t spent every minute of the past two weeks with Janette. She’d also done some things in that time that she worried would get us both decommissioned—her fancy sponsor word for killed.

That was what would happen to me if they realized my identity too.

The doctor scraped back his chair and stood. “Try to sleep, and I’ll be back to check on you soon.”

“When?”

He frowned at my anxious tone. “Don’t worry about that, J. Rest, and we’ll talk when Anna is back. She’ll want a full report.”

“Of course. A report.”

He hesitated a moment longer. Had he noticed something amiss, some quirk in mannerisms that didn’t match his expectations? Or did he have more to tell me? I fought to keep my breathing steady, channeling Janette’s poise with all my might.

If the doctor suspected I wasn’t the real Janette, he didn’t say so. He dimmed the lights and left the room, the door clicking shut behind him.

I counted to a hundred, giving him plenty of time to walk away or double back to see if I was following his orders to rest. While I counted, I took in the details of the place Janette had called home between her surveillance missions.

The room was small, with a blue tile floor, clinical white walls, and an en suite bathroom. At first, I thought an external window opened above the bed, which would let me get my bearings, but it was actually a large framed digital poster. My roommate Veronica used to display her favorite art pieces on a similar device. Janette’s was programmed with a series of nature images muted to match the dimmed lights. It switched from a view of a forested mountain in the autumn to a raging waterfall to what I was pretty sure was the Frost-Torrance Nature Reserve between Grid City and Harbortown.

In addition to the creaky metal chair, a portable medbot stood beside the bed—that was what had been humming mechanically when I awoke—and an overstuffed armchair sat in the far corner on a handwoven rug in shades of blue. Beside the chair was a low table made from a recycled robot chassis with a handful of small objects decorating the surface. I didn’t examine the mementoes, aware that cameras might be monitoring me.

The jammer device Dean had given me was nowhere in sight. I wouldn’t risk jamming the cameras in case it attracted attention, but the gadget also had a tracker. Dean had said they’d probably take it from me before bringing me to headquarters, but he’d promised to follow its movements for as long as possible. We had agreed to communicate through my student portal so he could rescue me when I got the information I wanted.

I hoped he was out there somewhere. I’d fallen unconscious in Harbortown and had no idea if I was still there, in Grid City, or somewhere else entirely. I’d feel braver if Dean was nearby, waiting to swoop in and extract me.

He had warned me not to stay more than a few days. Already, I felt the clock counting down. I needed to work quickly.

Hoping the doctor was far enough away, I climbed out of bed, wincing at the prickly pain in my skin. The bandages covering the Taser-blast sites on my chest and belly had some numbing properties, but the rest of me felt as tender as a freshly-plucked chicken. I stretched my arms and rotated my ankles to get a little blood back in my limbs and shake off the lingering grogginess, trying to act natural for the cameras. The bedroom might not have recording devices, since Janette herself was a walking surveillance drone, but the same probably wasn’t true of whatever lay beyond the door.

I tottered over to it, the tile floor cold against my bare feet. Someone had put me in a nightshirt that fell past my knees, the front buttons open to the sternum. I buttoned it over my bandaged wound, noting the cheery oak leaf pattern on the fabric, which wasn’t one I would have expected Janette to pick. I glanced at the scenery pictures cycling through the digital poster, wondering if she was more into nature than I’d realized.

I felt frustrated at how much I still didn’t know about my batchmate. She’d refused to let me get close to her, no matter how hard I tried. The gaps would only become more apparent when I encountered more people who knew her.

My one advantage: Janette was like me. She wouldn’t want to sit around, even while injured. She’d be curious about what had happened during her absence, and like me, she’d want to see what was going on outside this little room. I could use that.

I took a deep breath, summoning my nerve, and reached for the door handle.


CHAPTER
TWO



The doctor hadn’t locked me in, which I hoped meant he didn’t suspect me. I opened the door a crack and listened for footsteps or voices in the corridor. An air conditioner murmured faintly in the distance, but there were no other sounds. The place seemed deserted.

So far, so good.

I tiptoed out into a long hallway lined with identical, evenly spaced doors. The corridor curved slightly in both directions, and I couldn’t see whatever lay at the ends. The door to Janette’s room had a keypad lock requiring a code to enter from the outside, so I peeled a wad of translucent bandage gunk off my chest and jammed it in the frame to keep the door from latching. An electronic panel next to the door displayed a six-digit number, 403-218, perhaps an ID number or status code. The panels on the nearby doors were blank.

I picked a direction at random and set off down the hall, alert for any signs of activity. If I see anyone, I’ll sprint back to Janette’s room and—my head swam, the urge to retch rising in my throat at the thought of moving fast. So I revised the plan a little. If anyone catches me, I’ll pretend to faint.

I walked slowly, counting doors and trying to figure out what kind of building this was. The walls were painted a soft heather gray, the doors a soothing shade of blue. They featured no decorations or signs, no clues of any kind. The air smelled of pine floor cleaner and felt climate-controlled moderate. The hallway could be in an office tower or hotel, deep underground, or in a ship at sea for all I could tell.

Okay, maybe not a ship. The floor felt stable.

One of my goals in sneaking into headquarters was to figure out exactly what sort of organization my sponsor was and why they’d worked so hard to maneuver undetectable spy clones into the personal lives of prominent figures. It was most likely about money, and one of New State’s megacorporations might be behind it all. If I could figure out which one, I hoped to stop them from doing to any other clones what they’d done to me.

More importantly, I wanted to find my batchmates, a group of Jane units who didn’t know who they were or how they were being used. We all had surveillance implants that violated our privacy and spied on everyone we met. We’d grown up not knowing our purpose, something most clones took for granted. We deserved the truth, and then maybe, just maybe, we’d have a chance to become the sort of family we’d been denied. My heart squeezed at the thought, a painful hope writhing through me.

As I ventured farther from Janette’s room, I didn’t encounter any people. Every swish of my nightshirt sounded far too loud in the barren hallway. Tension wrapped a fist around my spine, tightening with each step. I could be discovered at any moment, caught before I’d learned anything at all.

I couldn’t help thinking Janette would have come up with a better plan than wandering aimlessly down the hall in pajamas. She was a levelheaded sort who’d proved she could think on her feet, even after being kidnapped. I still didn’t know how she’d notified Rasheed she was being held captive in my dorm.

The corridor curved gradually, as though rounding a gigantic circle, and I couldn’t find any exit signs, elevators, or staircases to anchor me. A handful of the door panels displayed six-digit codes like the one on Janette’s room though not in sequence, and the rest were blank.

I tried a few doors, nudging the handles gently to avoid attracting attention if the rooms were occupied, but they were all locked. I had no idea how far around I’d come and half expected to encounter my own door with the gummy bandage jammed into it.

The longer I walked, the more my shoulders tightened and my nerves frayed. Why had I thought this was a good idea again? Dean hadn’t wanted me to come at all, too worried I’d be hurt. If I got caught, he’d never reach me in time to save me.

Abruptly, wooziness swept through me, fuzzing my vision, and I braced my hand on the wall for support. Had the corridor narrowed? Become even more bland and featureless? How did anyone find their way around this place?

I took deep breaths, trying to hide my disorientation. I hadn’t detected the glint of security cameras yet, but someone could be still watching me. On the other hand, this place might be too secret for security cameras. They’d certainly gone to great lengths to hide themselves.

But you found a way in anyway. Don’t forget that.

The wave of confusion passed, and I gritted my teeth and continued onward, testing doors as I went. All locked, no voices or electronics audible behind them either. It felt eerily like I was the only person on the entire floor.

One of the few things I knew about this organization was that they had impressive resources. Some people must work here, analyzing the data from the implants, planning new surveillance missions, twirling their mustaches. Where are they?

Suddenly, a door handle gave way beneath my hand. I was so surprised I nearly lost my balance and tumbled right through.

Get it together, Jane. I steadied myself on the doorframe as another round of pins and needles tap-danced across my skin.

Instead of a string of random numbers, the panel next to the unlocked door said 000-000. I opened it quietly and entered a cold stairwell with brick walls and metal railings painted burgundy. Shivering at the chill, I leaned over the railing to see how far down the stairs went. Much farther than I’d expected. Vertigo swayed through me at the sight of the dramatic, spiraling drop. I had to be at least fifty stories up. So I wasn’t underground or at sea. I looked up and found that the stairs ended almost immediately. I must be near the top of a very tall building.

Now we’re getting somewhere!

I peered down the dizzying stairwell again. Each level looked identical, creating a kaleidoscopic effect that made my stomach lurch. It would take ages to climb all the way to the bottom. There must be an elevator somewhere, though it might require a keycode. Was it too much to hope a simple face scan would do the trick?

The stairwell ended one floor above me, with a heavy metal door different from the flimsy one I’d entered through at the top. An external door offering rooftop access, maybe? If I could get out that door and see the view, it should reveal my location. I needed to know if I was back in Grid City.

As I put a foot on the first step, voices echoed toward me. I froze, holding my breath. Someone was coming up the corridor. I rushed back to the door and pressed my ear to it, trying to decipher the muffled words. No luck.

The voices drew closer, approaching from the direction I’d been heading a minute ago. The speakers could be on their way to Janette’s room. They’d discover I was out of bed.

Making a snap decision, I pushed open the door and stepped directly into their path. “Oh, hi,” I said casually. “I was just going for a walk to clear my⁠—”

“You’re alive!” A woman I didn’t recognize threw herself at me, knocking me back a step as she hugged me tightly. My Taser wounds flared in protest. She was warm and strong and smelled of peach shampoo. “I told Doc I wouldn’t believe it until I saw you myself.”

“I’m still a little fragile,” I squeaked as the stranger squeezed me harder.

“Sorry, hon.” She released me and stepped back, revealing a heart-shaped face and bright-blue eyes. She was six inches shorter than me and about ten years older, with an athletic build suited for gymnastics or figure skating. “I told Eliza to take a bigger team for the extraction. She insisted⁠—”

A throat cleared beside her, and the woman’s face fell. The doctor I’d met earlier was with her, still wearing his lab coat, his bushy hair in disarray.

“I’m sorry,” the woman whispered, peering up at me. “Do you know about Eliza, sweetheart?”

“Yes, Doc told me.” I watched their faces when I said the nickname, hoping it was one Janette had used as well. No objections.

“How do you feel?” the woman asked gently, no doubt expecting signs of grief for my deceased handler.

I sniffed. “A little numb, to be honest.”

She squeezed my arm sympathetically. I decided she was older than my original estimate, perhaps in her late thirties. Her hair was ash blond and very curly, and she wore tight-fitting workout clothes, as though she’d just come from the gym.

They both struck me as distressingly normal. She could be a young mom or fitness coach, the sort to listen to your problems over a smoothie and give you a peach-scented hug at the end. The doctor, with his lab coat and Black Einstein hairstyle, wouldn’t look out of place at any hospital or research lab in New State.

How could these people work for my sponsor, the shadowy organization that had installed illegal medical devices in innocent babies and used them as spies without their knowledge or consent? They weren’t hard or aggressive like Clementine had been. They treated me with a warmth that suggested they were close to Janette. My stomach sank. They’d be harder to fool than the ruthless handlers and masterminds I’d expected.

They were still watching me, so I said the most Janette-like thing I could think of. “When can I get back to work?”

The woman blinked. “Work?”

“Sure. The mission isn’t over yet, is it? Unless the extraction blew my cover with the primary target” —I was guessing at the lingo, hoping the fragments I’d picked up from Janette would help— “I can still get back out there and finish the job.”

The woman exchanged glances with Doc. “You need to get your strength back, sugar.”

“I feel great.” My knees picked that moment to wobble, but I forced a smile. “No one knows who I am, do they?”

“Your student cover should be intact,” she said slowly. “You missed finals, but we can sort that out with your professors. The students are on winter break now. But the other one has disappeared. Turns out she has allies we didn’t know about.”

The “other one” must be me. They’d been aware I knew about the implant and the fact that Janette was on a mission at Harbortown University. She’d convinced me she was monitoring the student anti-clone groups to investigate their mysterious leader, Solidarity. But they didn’t know I had discovered the true nature of Janette’s mission—to take my place as Isaac Ironside’s best friend.

Something else she’d said struck me oddly, but I wasn’t sure what.

“I didn’t know about the other one’s allies either,” I said. “Have you, uh, found out anything about them?”

“Not so far.” The woman scrunched her nose. “We’re going back through your earlier downloads to search for clues. The hacker recruit gave us a description of the young man who helped her capture you, and we’re working on getting an ID. He was well trained. The new kid should never have tried to fight him, even with the prosthetic upgrades we gave him.”

I nodded, relieved Dean had evaded them. As far as I knew, the real Janette was with him. He’d had to call on his boss, Vance, for help getting her off campus. I hoped he’d also managed to give the recording from Janette’s implant to Lavinia Bluestone so she could begin sabotaging Henry Ironside and his anti-clone cronies.

None of that would help me inside, though.

“If you’re feeling well enough to wander the halls, J,” the woman said. “Perhaps you can give us your report now.”

“Report?”

“About what happened over the past two weeks.” Her blue eyes narrowed. “Doc says he told you your implant was damaged, and we haven’t yet managed to retrieve the data.”

“He told me.” Without warning, nausea swelled through me, and I clamped my mouth shut to keep from vomiting. I didn’t hide my unsteadiness, needing them to think I hadn’t recovered enough to give any reports. “Can it be fixed, so I can get back in the field?”

The woman exchanged loaded glances with Doc again. “We’ll see, sweetie. For now, let’s talk about what you remember.”

“Right, uh, well. There’s a lot to tell you.” Sweat broke out on my forehead as they scrutinized me. “Let’s see. What’s the last thing you have access to from the implant? Did you see me asking out Isaac Iron⁠—”

“Janette,” the woman said sharply. “Names.”

“Oh, right.” I pulled at the buttons on my nightshirt. “Sorry.”

They both looked suspicious now. They must have a policy about not using their surveillance targets’ names. Hadn’t they called me “the other one” instead of Jane?

“Eliza told us about the date,” Doc said after a long pause. “She said you had quite the lively discussion about the idea.”

“She did.” The woman frowned. “I’m surprised you don’t remember.”

I swallowed and wiped my damp palms on my clothes. This wasn’t going to work. Even if I successfully mimicked Janette’s speech patterns, I hadn’t spent every minute of the past two weeks in her company. If I tried to deliver a report, there were too many ways they could catch me in a lie.

Time for a different strategy. I staggered sideways, swaying dramatically. “I think I’m going to pass out.”

I let my knees buckle and slumped downward. The woman caught me and eased me to the ground. I rolled my eyes back and whimpered faintly as she helped me sit with my back to the wall.

“Are you all right, hon? Deep breaths. That’s it.”

“I told you she wasn’t ready to talk, Anna.” Doc knelt beside me and checked my pulse. “We’ll get her report later.”

“You’re right,” Anna said. “Logan should be here for it anyway. Sorry to push you, J. Let’s get you back to your room.”

“Thanks,” I murmured, fluttering my eyelids weakly. My swoon wasn’t entirely faked. After all, I’d recently received two catastrophic shock-Taser wounds, and my skin felt like a porcupine’s scratching post. I was hungry too. When had I last eaten?

Suddenly, I realized what had struck me as odd earlier. Anna had said finals were over already and winter break had begun at Harbortown University. That meant I’d been unconscious for at least a week, maybe more. They must have kept me asleep artificially while they tried to extract the data from my implant.

Panic gripped me like a vise. I’d been lying unconscious in my sponsor’s high-rise headquarters for over a week, where they could tamper with my body as they pleased. What had they done? What had they seen?

I stared at Anna and Doc, my vision blurring at the horror of it. It didn’t matter how friendly they were or how sympathetic they acted about Eliza’s loss. They worked for the organization that had violated my body and gotten an unknown number of my batchmates killed. These people were monsters.

I’d never planned to stay with them so long. I was supposed to poke around headquarters for a few days, just enough to find my other batchmates’ locations and work out what this place actually was. So much could have happened in the outside world while I was unconscious.

More than a week. Dean must be frantic with worry. I needed to get him a message.

Doc and Anna didn’t seem to notice my fresh burst of panic. They helped me to my feet and escorted me back to my room, navigating the endless curving corridor effortlessly. When they opened the door, they didn’t notice the bandage gum I’d stuck in the lock.

“Get some sleep,” Doc said as they settled me on Janette’s bed. “I mean it this time.”

“Yes, Doc.”

As my head hit the pillow, exhaustion poured over me. I really did need rest—but I needed to reach Dean more.

“What happened to my gridwatch?” I asked sleepily. “I want to read the news.”

“The other one must have taken it when she kidnapped you,” Anna said. “But it wouldn’t work up here with the jammers anyway.”

“Right,” I murmured. “Forgot.”

“There’ll be plenty of time to catch up on the world later,” Doc said.

“Will there?”

I hadn’t meant anything by that, still going for a confused, brain-fried manner. But Anna and Doc frowned in a way that made my stomach clench. They didn’t seem convinced I had much time left either.

“We’ll be back to check on you, sweetheart,” Anna said. “Don’t go wandering around anymore, you hear?”

“Sure. Whatever you say.” I met her eyes, understanding for the first time that she had a hard layer beneath her rosy appearance. She just hid it better than Clementine had. Smiling, she turned to leave.

Doc watched me for a moment longer, as though he wanted to say something else. Instead, he turned off my lights, plunging me once more into darkness.


CHAPTER
THREE



I awoke with the horrible feeling I’d overslept and missed an important test. Afraid to drift off again, I clawed through the lingering grogginess. I had no idea what time it was without my gridwatch or a real window, but I felt an invisible clock ticking away, urging me to get moving.

I dragged myself out of bed and tottered to the en suite bathroom, where I took a shower, wincing as the water sluiced across my Taser wounds. Afterward, I flipped through the clothes in Janette’s closet, my hair dripping on the tile floor. She had a few nicer outfits in the creamy whites and elegant jewel tones she’d worn in Harbortown, but most of her clothes were workout gear—yoga pants, boxing shorts, sports bras, and tank tops. I’d noticed her toned arms when we first met, though she’d let her muscles shrink while preparing to replace me. I chose comfortable gray yoga pants, a long-sleeved wine-red T-shirt, and a well-worn pair of athletic shoes. My hair was too short for a full ponytail, so I pulled the top half back in a tie.

Starting to feel more human, I searched Janette’s drawers for electronics or weapons. Anna had said gridwatches wouldn’t work here because of the jammers, and I’d need a device with Internet access to get in touch with Dean. I’d already been away a week longer than we’d agreed. I hoped he hadn’t given up on me.

Dean wouldn’t do that. Not after everything we’ve been through.

My throat tightened at the memory of our final moments together before everything went sideways, when we’d hugged in the predawn light outside my dorm. We’d been on the cusp of something new and exciting. Dean had disobeyed Vance’s orders and taken my side at last. We’d been working together to hold Henry Ironside accountable for his crimes, stop the anti-clone terrorists, and find my sponsor. Also, I was sure Dean had been about to kiss me.

All the more reason to make it out of here alive.

My search of the drawers turned up empty. I emerged from the bathroom and examined the knickknacks on the recycled-robot table by the armchair—little statues, board game pieces, a pressed and laminated flower, several pretty rocks. I wondered if each item reminded Janette of the lives she’d lived before meeting me, lives I still didn’t know much about.

As I picked up a ceramic chess rook, a spare bead drive rolled among the pretty rocks. Its smooth surface gleamed a deep sapphire blue. I pocketed the drive in case it could help me smuggle information out. I had to find my answers before Anna and the mysterious Logan arrived to hear my report—one I definitely wasn’t equipped to give.

The door opened without resistance, the bandage putty doing its job. I headed down the corridor, taking the same route as before, alert for footsteps or voices. The place still felt weirdly empty. My sponsor had resources and power, and they must have a significant number of employees monitoring their operatives in the field, but I’d seen no sign of them. Maybe it was the middle of the night and everyone had gone home. That could work in my favor.

I went straight to the stairwell I’d found earlier, planning to check out the other floors. After making sure the stairs were empty, I climbed up to the top landing. The effort stretched my Taser wounds painfully and left me a little out of breath, but I felt stronger than before. Most of the grogginess had faded too. The sleep had done me good.

A keypad lock secured the heavy metal door at the top of the stairs. I didn’t try to guess the combination, worried I’d set off an alarm. When I pressed my ear to the crack around the door, a sliver of icy breeze touched my cheek. The wind howled faintly beyond. This was definitely an outer door, maybe a roof exit. I wondered why it didn’t have an emergency release or a brightly lit exit sign. Didn’t these people care about fire safety?

Still, I felt hopeful. If I could learn the door code and contact Dean, maybe he could pick me up from the roof in a helicopter and spirit me away. He’d be thrilled. A helicopter was just a giant flying gadget, wasn’t it?

On the other hand, I’d been in a railcar crash, a train derailment, and a yacht bombing in the year and a half since I’d left Cloneworks. I did not want to add a chopper crash to the list.

Giving up on the rooftop door for now, I descended the stairs, passing my room’s level and continuing to the landing below it. I leaned against the door, which was identical to the one on my floor, and listened for signs of activity.

To my surprise, there were many. I’d all but decided it was the middle of the night, but I heard murmuring voices, pacing footsteps, and beeping machines. This level was occupied and quite lively, humming with daytime bustle.

This is it. My heart began to race. Last chance to turn back.

I waited for a quiet moment, rehearsing my excuses for wandering around. After a pair of footsteps passed the stairwell door and faded away, I opened it and stepped into a long corridor wider than the one above it. Glass-fronted offices lined both sides, and people worked at the desks and wall screens inside, their hands flying across touchpads and tablets. Each small office contained only one worker, making them look like rows of betta fish in tanks.

Walking down the hall, I surreptitiously glanced into each office in search of clues—ideally a corporate logo that could tell me who ran this place. It could be any office building in the country. Personalized coffee mugs and family photos in frames cluttered the desks, and diverse snatches of music drifted out of the work spaces.

The people themselves varied in age and skin tone, the demographics not unusual for a New State company. The workers looked a bit frazzled and busy maybe, but the overarching impression was that they were just… normal. They certainly didn’t look as though they were plotting the mutilation of clone babies.

The normalcy made my skin crawl. Could this truly be my sponsor organization, the clandestine entity that had exploited my batchmates and me and trampled all over our rights to privacy and autonomy? I almost hoped I’d ended up in the wrong place. This office’s casual mundanity horrified me more than a villain’s lair from a streaming show.

“Hey, J! Wait up!”

I jumped as someone called out behind me. A worker had poked his head out of one of the glass-fronted offices to catch my attention. He had spiky black hair, a round face, and two silver earrings in each ear.

“Uh, hi.” I adopted Janette’s straight-backed posture.

“Heard you were back on your feet.” He came out of his office, locked it carefully behind him, and strolled over to join me. He looked young, maybe in his early- to midtwenties, and he was very short. “How’re you holding up?”

I tucked a damp wisp of hair behind my ear. “I’m feeling much—well, a little bit—better.”

“Getting some lunch?” he asked. “I’m on my way to the cafeteria too. I’ll walk with you.”

“Okay. Sure.” Lunch. So it was noonish on a weekday.

I eyed my companion cautiously as we started down the corridor, noting the jaunty swing to his arms and the openness of his expression. “Uh, how are you?”

“Can’t complain,” he said breezily. “Half my relatives have Looped in for the holidays. Bit of a relief to get a break from them at work, if I’m honest. There’s only so many times I can take my abuela asking when I’m going to get married.”

I nodded, not sure whether Janette would have smiled at that or not. As we passed more offices, I scanned them for Anna or Doc. They’d told me not to wander around, but my companion didn’t appear to have gotten the memo. He chattered on about his family and the special dishes his abuela was making for Christmas.

“She always claims that kitchbots do it better, but she never lets them get on with it. ‘I have to knead the dough, Carlos,’ she says to me. ‘That’s how the love gets in. Never mind if the proportions aren’t perfect.’” He chuckled at his own impression of his grandmother’s reedy voice. “Don’t get me wrong. The woman knows what she’s doing. I’ll bring you some after the holidays so you can taste for yourself. If there’s any left.”

“Thanks.” It was encouraging that he thought I’d still be alive after the holidays. I breathed a little easier, letting his chatter wash over me.

Carlos’s bubbly patter reminded me of Isaac, who I hadn’t seen since our stay in the Harbortown hideout. We’d parted on awkward terms after the attack on his family’s yacht. I hoped I could speak to him to smooth things out between us soon. He was still one of my closest friends, in spite of everything.

Carlos and I reached an intersecting corridor and turned left, leaving the glass-fronted offices behind. The walls here were solid, with doors at wider intervals, each displaying a panel with a six-digit code. Most were secured with keypad locks. I peeked into the handful of open rooms we passed, catching glimpses of desks, wall screens, and bots of indeterminate purpose. Once, I thought I saw a security bot like the one that had chased Dean and me through the Integrated Implants factory, but the door swung shut before I could tell for certain.

“So, you’ve got to fill me in on all the drama, J,” Carlos said as we turned another corner. “I wasn’t here when Logan brought you in, but I heard he was close to panicking. That’s like seeing a tier-one combat drone getting flustered. You must have been in bad shape.”

“I’m okay now.” I glanced over at him. “Have you seen Logan today?”

“Isn’t he still in the field until the end of the week?” Carlos frowned. “Thought he was supposed to come in once vacation starts for the rest of us.”

I suppressed a sigh of relief. That should give me three or four days before Anna and Logan asked for my report. “I’m a little behind. Still don’t have my head on straight.”

He nodded sympathetically. “That was the longest mission you’ve had in ages, wasn’t it? Did you enjoy being out in the real world?”

“It was… a unique challenge.”

“Come on, J. No need to be diplomatic.” He nudged me playfully. “I’ve heard some pretty wild rumors about the rogue unit from your batch. Is it true? Did you really meet her?”

“I’m not supposed to talk about my mission.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, we’ve all read the employee handbook. Can’t you give me a little something? You’re not usually such a stickler for rules.”

I raised an eyebrow. I’d gotten the impression that Janette was our sponsor’s perfect soldier. Maybe she disobeyed orders more than she’d let on. A girl after my own heart.

Her feelings toward me remained a mystery. I had no idea how she would describe me to her work friends.

“I met the rogue,” I said, deciding to stick as close to the truth as possible. “We spent a fair bit of time together. Even went shopping for matching dresses.”

Carlos’s eyes widened. “And she really doesn’t have a working implant?”

“That’s right.” I resisted the urge to touch my sternum.

“Incredible. Did she turn out differently because of that?”

“Hard to say.”

“But did you like her?”

I shrugged. “We got along pretty well until she found out I was planning to stab her in the back and take her place with the primary target.”

Carlos choked and shot me a worried look, dropping his casual demeanor. “Listen, I know I said forget the rules, but maybe you shouldn’t tell me details like that. I wanted juicy gossip, not the actual mission objective.” He twisted one of his silver earrings nervously. “I complain about them, but I do actually want to make it home to my family alive.”

The genuine fear in his voice made my stomach clench.

“Right. Sorry.” I gave a nervous laugh. “I’m still a little out of it.”

Carlos paused. “I can see that.”

We continued in awkward silence, passing more locked doors and windowless rooms. The mix of secrecy and openness here confused me. Some of the employees were ordinary people who went home to their families each night. Anyone could see into their offices, maybe to keep them accountable, and they interacted enough to develop friendly rapports. But other activities were hidden behind solid doors, the operatives forbidden to discuss the details of their missions.

I do actually want to make it home to my family alive.

I wondered if this personable young man knew this organization’s true nature. If Carlos worried about being killed for discussing the wrong secrets, he must know a little. Why would he stay? Did he have no choice, like my batchmates and me?

Janette had warned me about the risks of crossing our sponsor. She knew what they’d done to our batch—to her—but she had also chosen their side in the end. Nothing about this situation was simple.

As we passed another windowless door, it opened, and two people emerged into the corridor. Behind them, I glimpsed a row of desks fitted with computer screens and massive servers hulking behind them. Warm, humming air gusted from the room as the door fell shut. That looked like a place where information was stored if I’d ever seen one. I noted the six-digit code on the door panel for later.

The pair who’d come from the computer room nodded at Carlos and me then resumed a lively debate in computer jargon. All quantum this and AI matrices that. They headed for the cafeteria too.

More people exited their workspaces and joined the parade down the corridor, closing in on us from all sides. My shoulders tightened, drawing up around my ears. Every second, I expected someone to call me out as an imposter. Or ask why my heart was beating so loudly.

Carlos and I reached the cafeteria, which had a large glass window offering a clear view from the corridor but no outward facing windows. Still no way to tell where the building was. In the center of the cafeteria, a cluster of round tables with blue tops surrounded a counter full of shiny mealbots. They reminded me of the coffeeshop in Bluestone Tower.

I halted just inside the doors, staring at the blue tables. Memories of the explosion’s aftermath rushed me—the acrid smell, the plaster dust, my friend Sine’s bleeding arm, a dead body trapped beneath blue marble. My chest felt too tight, and I gripped the hem of my shirt with both hands, struggling to breathe.

“You okay, J?” Carlos asked. “Do you need me to get Doc?”

“No!” I forced myself to unclench my fists, fighting off the unexpected flood of images. I must be more afraid than I was admitting for those old memories to bubble up. The strain of my situation was getting to me, and I hadn’t even learned anything useful yet.

I gritted my teeth and took a few steps farther into the cafeteria. On closer examination, it didn’t actually look that much like the Bluestone coffeeshop. The blue tabletops were synthetic wood, not marble, and the mealbots were smaller models. On the far wall, a glitchy screen played old episodes of The Intergalactic Shoemaker, Clementine’s favorite show.

More than half of the cafeteria tables were occupied. Several groups of clones sat among the workers, though they weren’t models I recognized. I wondered if they knew what this organization was doing to clones like us. I didn’t like the possibility that hundreds of people understood the full extent of my sponsor’s illegal—not to mention unethical—activities and were going right along with them.

I followed Carlos to the mealbots and ordered a sandwich, barely glancing at the settings as I scanned the cafeteria. A few people noticed me and raised their hands in greeting, beckoning me to their tables. Sweat broke out on my forehead, and I shifted my weight anxiously. If I tried to face so many of Janette’s acquaintances at once, I’d be caught for sure.

“On second thought, Carlos, I’m going to eat in my room.” I grabbed my sandwich from the mealbot and edged away from him. “See you later?”

“Sure.” Carlos smiled at me, his eyes betraying a hint of concern. “We’re expecting you back in the gym as soon as you’re feeling better. I want a rematch. Unless you forgot your moves?”

“I might be out of practice, but I’m still the same person.” I winced. That was too on-the-nose, but I didn’t even know what sport we were talking about. Why did I think I could do this?

Fortunately, Carlos didn’t notice my rising distress, concentrating on tapping a coffee order into another bot. I scanned the cafeteria once more and spotted Doc’s distinctive hair across the room, though he wasn’t facing in my direction. Anna was nowhere in sight.

I hurried out of the cafeteria and paused to catch my breath in the corridor, my hands shaking. More people passed me on their way to lunch, and I kept my head down so I wouldn’t have to make small talk. Janette was more connected to this place than I’d expected. She’d built casual relationships in the gym and lunchroom and grown close to at least some of her colleagues. I’d imagined a faceless corporation where I could snoop around wearing her face and escape a few days later. Now, I wasn’t sure I’d last that long.

Afraid to waste another minute, I retraced the route Carlos and I had taken through the corridors, scanning door panels until I found the room where I’d glimpsed the computer servers. I made sure no one was nearby then pushed the door handle gently and peeked inside.

The computer room was bigger than the staff cafeteria, with three rows of desks filled with screens and touchpads separating me from a vast server farm. Workers sat at just two of the desks, both wearing giant noise-canceling headphones that reminded me of Rasheed. They didn’t look up.

Hardly daring to breathe, I stepped into the room and moved around the left side of the desks, staying as far from the two computer techs as possible. They didn’t notice me, fully absorbed in their oversized screens. The smell of scorched coffee and hot plastic drifted around me.

Beyond the three rows of desks, the server farm occupied the majority of the room. Aisle after aisle of glittering data towers stood tall, lights blinking on their corrugated surfaces. It looked like a city full of identical skyscrapers.

I didn’t know much about computers, but I understood that data storage had become so efficient the average office no longer required the big, hulking servers of historic times. Server rooms this large were virtually unheard of. This place must have a mind-blowing storage capacity.

Rasheed had told me only megacorporations and governments possessed the processing power to scrub something completely from the Internet. It had given me a hint of what sort of organization my sponsor must be. This room could house some of that power he’d been talking about. Even with my limited knowledge of computers, I understood I was staring at a genuinely unfathomable amount of data.

Excitement bubbled up in my chest. This was where I’d find my answers. The only question was where to start.

I turned my back on the server farm and approached the nearest computer screen, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. The two computer techs across the room still hadn’t looked over, but the others could return from lunch at any moment. No time to hesitate.

Positioning myself so I could see the door and the two workers, I set down my sandwich and tapped the touchpad to wake up the computer. The screen asked for a password and biometric ID. I held my face to the scanner, hoping it would read the bone structure I shared with Janette and not the variances in our freckle patterns.

The face reader beeped its approval of my features. Now for the password.

When I’d asked Janette if there was a failsafe that helped her people identify her, she’d said to use Deerheart8x. It might be a panic button, but I didn’t have any other options. Besides, I hoped the relationship we’d started to build over the past four months had been real. Janette might claim to be loyal to our sponsor, but I didn’t think she wanted me to die.

Before I could lose my nerve, I set my fingers to the touchpad’s keyboard and typed Deerheart8x.

A wheel icon twirled on the screen as it processed the information.

I held my breath. Please let this work.

I still believed a part of Janette had actually been happy to get to know me. She might enjoy her missions and her in-between life at headquarters, but I was her batchmate. I refused to believe she’d given me a code that would get me killed.

Movement caught my eye, making my pulse spike, but it was just one of the computer guys reaching for his coffee cup. He groped around for it, never taking his eyes from his screen. At last, he found his coffee and took a sip without looking at it.

The computer chimed, pulling my attention back to the screen. The wheel icon had disappeared, revealing a desktop picture of Grid City. I was in.

As I perused the icons dotting the screen, I wondered if I was inside one of the towers in the desktop picture at that very moment. The largest ones were all owned by exactly the sort of corporations that could afford a server room like this one.

I opened the computer’s main files and read the labels as fast as I could. Most featured strings of numbers or random words that must be code, things like coriander and hematite and pink gerbil. I looked for references to my batch, surveillance clones, or implants, but nothing looked helpful.

Chewing my lip, I read file name after nonsensical file name. The data-storage towers hummed behind me, warming my back with their plasticky heat. Sweat dripped down my forehead, and my eyes began to ache. There was simply too much information. There must be a search function to help navigate the data, but I couldn’t find it on the screen. Maybe it was voice activated.

I glanced at the door and my preoccupied companions. I didn’t dare speak, in case their headphones weren’t as powerful as they looked. The rest of the workers would finish their lunches soon. They’d catch me snooping, realize who I was, and decommission me—and the rest of my batch too.

Fear and frustration wrestled inside me, making it hard to concentrate. I didn’t even know if this computer contained the information I needed, and I was running out of time.

Behind me, the servers purred like leopards waiting to pounce.

I stopped reading file names and switched to tapping random icons on the touchpad, trying to find the elusive search function. My pulse raced faster by the minute. There had to be a trick to this, some way to find information quickly.

At last, my random tapping paid off, and a field opened on the screen that allowed me to type in keywords. I tried variations on my name, clone-related words, Integrated Implants, Isaac Ironside, and even Carlos. Several of these terms produced files that required additional passwords to access. Deerheart8x didn’t get me into any of them.

I glanced at the door. Still shut. The servers hummed loudly enough that I wouldn’t hear anyone approaching down the corridor. I couldn’t count on any newcomers being as distracted as the two computer guys across the room.

Think, Jane. What else haven’t you tried?

Desperately, I typed the six-digit number from my door panel into the search bar—403-218. This time, the computer screen blinked green.

Jackpot. A file matrix opened up, revealing a rotating helix of folders labelled with different first names. A list of clone models, maybe? I scanned the names, seeing Anne, Beatrice, George, Harold, and Ingrid. When I reached the J’s, I stopped.

There it was. The Jane File.

My breathing shallowed, and I clenched my fists to keep my hands from shaking.

Janette had told me there were eight of us once. Eight little baby Jane clones with surveillance implants installed in our bodies. All of us had been abandoned on Cloneworks campuses with no idea why we were made. Some were dead, including Janie Davies, the girl I’d replaced. But some were still out there, waiting for me to find them and bring them the answers to their lifelong mysteries. Waiting for me to warn them of the dangers we faced.

Please let their locations be in there. Please, please, please.

I reached for the touchpad to open the Jane file.

And the computer room door swung open.


CHAPTER
FOUR



I froze, my hand hovering over the touchscreen. Doc stood in the doorway, a halo of light from the hall outlining his bushy hair.

He glanced at the two computer techs, closed the door with a sickening thud, and walked toward me. “You’re not Janette.”

My stomach dropped. Something in his grave expression told me he wasn’t fishing. He knew.

Doc drew closer, staying between me and the door. I tensed, debating whether to try dodging around him and sprinting for safety. I wasn’t sure I could run without fainting. There was no safety here anyway.

“What are you talking about?” I asked much too late. “Of course I’m Janette.”

Doc ignored that. “I noticed something off about your scans right away. Your implant’s nanowires have degraded far more than a couple of shock-Taser blasts could explain. A jolt powerful enough to destroy that much of the device would have turned your brain to mush.” He studied me intently. “Your implant has been broken for a long time, hasn’t it?”

Panic clawing at my throat, I cast about for an escape. I could knock him out, but all the screens and touchpads were attached to the desks. I’d have to hit him with a chair, and that might cave his skull in. Not something I was willing to do. I could try to lose him among the data towers, but I had no idea if there was an exit on the other side of the server farm. He’d raise the alarm, and I’d never make it out of the building anyway.

I glanced at the computer techs, who still hadn’t noticed either of us. I’d find no help there.

Doc took another step toward me, lowering his voice. “Normally, I’d go straight to Eliza with this conundrum, but with her dead and Logan and Anna scrambling to deal with the fallout, I’ve had a little time to think it over.”

“Are you feeling okay, Doc?” I laughed unconvincingly. “You really don’t know it’s me?”

He sighed. “You’ve given yourself away at least three times, Jane. I’m surprised Anna hasn’t noticed too.”

“Come on, Doc. It’s been a few months since you saw me, but I’m the same⁠—”

“Please.” He raised a hand to silence me. “Janette would know better than to insult my intelligence. I find your situation intriguing, Jane. I’d intended to watch you for a while to see how you functioned compared with the members of your batch whose implants remain intact. I don’t often get this sort of opportunity. My research subjects are limited.”

“Because you keep killing them,” I blurted.

Doc grimaced and looked away. I’d scored a hit, though it wouldn’t do me any good at this point. I was still caught.

“I’m a scientist,” he said primly. “It has been my life’s work to study clones modified with various implants. Unfortunately, the cost of producing you means I’m rarely allowed a control unit. The clones in this organization do important work, and we don’t like to waste them. Your case is unique and, frankly, fascinating.”

“What have you learned so far?” I asked, unable to help myself.

He barked a laugh. “That I should have remembered you would be too curious for your own good, just like the rest of your batch, even without a functioning implant. You started ferreting out information much faster than I expected when I delayed telling the others who you are.”

I glanced at the computer screen. The folder with my name on it taunted me, so close yet out of reach. And then there were the others. Doc had said he studied clones modified with “various” implants. Did that mean we all had different kinds of surveillance implants, or did the other clone models in the program have other functions? What were the Annes and Georges for? And was the Anna I’d met one of them?

The answers I’d come for lay inches away. Was there any chance I could still retrieve the files?

“How many clone models are there?” I asked, hoping to distract Doc while I edged toward the touchpad. The bead drive I’d found in Janette’s room burned in my pocket. “Are they all in batches of eight? Do they all have surveillance implants? Who do they spy on?”

He shook his head at the volley of questions. “Eliza told us you were like this. I have to say I’m happy to have met you, Jane, though I haven’t had nearly enough time to observe you.”

“Does that mean you’ll answer my questions?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“What you did with the real Janette. Is she alive?”

The genuine worry in Doc’s tone caught me off guard.

“She’s alive.” I met his eyes steadily. “I didn’t kill her to take her place. That’s her thing.”

Doc frowned, fiddling with the med-tester in his lab coat pocket. “I think I believe you.”

“Why do you care?”

“Janette’s our girl.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Eliza and I raised her, after a fashion. She had such potential, both as an operative and as an individual. She’s the only Jane unit to be fully aware of the implant and its purpose.”

“One of. Not the only.” I clenched my fists, vibrating with fear—and rising anger. “You forgot about Janie, who got killed while investigating her implant.”

Doc frowned. “Yes, well, that was unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate,” I said flatly. He could have been talking about a busted petri dish, not a human girl. “Tell me this: do you actually care about Janette as a person or just as a significant part of your research?”

He rubbed his chin, nonplussed, as though he didn’t see the distinction. “The important thing is that I care enough about Janette that I’m willing to help you escape if it means we can get her back safely.”

My eyebrows rose. “You want to trade us?”

“Quietly.” Doc glanced at the computer techs then at the door. While he was occupied, I put my hand in my pocket to clutch the bead drive.

Before I could take it out, he turned back to me. “If certain people here find out about this, they will decommission Janette without further questions. You as well. I would like to prevent that outcome.”

“Even if it means giving up your fun new research project?”

“Obviously, I am not thrilled about letting you go,” Doc said, as though this was my fault. “But I have to protect Janette. Do we have a deal?”

“I’ll think it over,” I said, trying for a breezy tone. I needed more time inside headquarters. The Jane folder was right in front of me, but I couldn’t risk going for it with Doc watching. It would kill any chance of an alliance between us.

“There is little point in stalling.” Doc wiped his hands on his lab coat and glanced at the door again. He was just as worried about getting caught as I was. “Whatever plan you had to escape won’t work. This building is far too secure. You need me.”

The joke was on him. I didn’t have a plan to escape. I’d been counting on Dean to work on that while I gathered information. We’d agreed to communicate through my HU student portal, but I didn’t even know if he was still checking for messages after so long.

For the first time, I wondered if there was more to my long period of unconsciousness than Taser-wound recovery. If Doc had known all along that I wasn’t Janette, he must have spent the past week running tests on me and my implant, using me as his lab rat. For all I knew, he could have installed a new implant in my body while I slept.

My stomach churned at the thought. I had to focus on one problem at a time.

I met Doc’s eyes, swallowing my revulsion. “What do you propose?”

“I will help you get in touch with your allies. Ask them to bring Janette to a public meeting place of my choosing. I will sneak you out of here, and we will exchange the two of you with the understanding that our collaboration ends there.”

I resisted the urge to look at the Jane file on the screen. “I can’t accept that deal.”

Doc raised a bushy eyebrow. “Do you want to die here?”

“I snuck into this place for a reason.” I folded my arms tightly, concealing the bead drive in my fist. “I’m not leaving until I know exactly what this organization is, why they put implants in us, and where to find the rest of my batch.”

“You’re in no position to make demands.”

“Actually, I am.” I placed my fists on the desk and leaned forward, projecting more confidence than I felt. “You want Janette back safe and sound. You also don’t want Anna and the others to find out you’ve been letting an outsider wander around your secure headquarters. Plenty of evidence to support my story right here.” I touched my sternum with one hand, sliding the bead drive along the desk with the other. “If you don’t give me some answers, I’ll take you down with me.”

Doc stared at me. The data towers hummed at my back, warm and breathing. I was painfully aware of the door to the corridor and the computer techs across the room. How much longer until the other workers returned from lunch or those two techs asked what we were talking about? Despite my bluster, I was the one in danger here. But this man had already risked a lot to get Janette back. He had to give a little more. I stood my ground.

At last, Doc sighed and scrubbed a hand through his thick gray hair. “I can’t tell you everything. What do you want to know most in exchange for Janette?”

“Who do you all work for?” I lowered my voice a bit. “I understand you operate illegal surveillance clones to spy on powerful individuals and use the information they gather against them. Or if not against them then at least to influence them.” Janette had said she wanted to get close to the Ironsides, but her goal wasn’t necessarily to take them down. “Do you work for a big corporation? Which one? Is this all about increasing their profits?”

“It’s not a corporation.” Doc glanced over his shoulder at the door. “I’ll explain some of it to you but not here. Someone could overhear us.”

I didn’t move. I’d managed to slide the bead drive most of the way across the desk, but I’d have to pick it up to put it in the reader. And then there was the problem of transferring the files. “And my batchmates?” I asked, stalling desperately. “Will you help me find them too?”

Doc gave me a hard stare, the lines in his face deepening. “You are asking me to endanger operations that are decades in the making.”

“Do you want Janette back or not?”

He muttered something and glanced at the door again. “What if I can reassure you that your batchmates are safe? Their implants don’t put them in any danger. They don’t know what they’re doing, and the downloads are accomplished with great care.”

“That’s not the point. They deserve to know.” And Janie’s murder proved he was wrong about the danger. All it took was the wrong person figuring out they were spying on them. Janie had learned that the hard way.

“You have to meet me partway here, Jane.”

“Do I?”

Doc shifted his weight irritably, and his gaze landed on the computer screen in front of me. He jolted as if he’d received an electric shock and rushed over to see what I’d been looking at. The Jane folder and the information about the rest of the program’s clone models were still on the screen.

“You can’t look at those!” he said in a strangled voice. “Great Scott, do you think I’m going to give you everything? I might as well sign my own decommissioning order!”

He swept his hands across the touchpad to clear away the files, and I barely managed to shove the bead drive back into my pocket. I hadn’t gotten so much as a kilobyte of data.

“I didn’t see anything useful. I swear.” Stepping back from the computer, I raised my hands. “I have as many questions as ever.”

One of the computer techs finally looked over, frowning at the standoff.

I lowered my hands. “Shall we go somewhere it’s safe to talk?”

Doc stared at me as though he was considering canceling our deal, sweat gleaming in the lines on his forehead. The computer tech watched us curiously.

“I’ll help you get in touch with my people who have Janette,” I whispered. “They’re impatient types. You want to get her out of there before anything happens to her.”

Doc shot another look at the screen, where the incriminating files were no longer visible. “Fine,” he said at last. “Let’s go to my office.”


CHAPTER
FIVE



Doc’s office was one floor below the server room. We took the stairs, and he explained that the elevator required fingerprint scans to operate. My clone’s facial structure and secret password wouldn’t help me there.

As we descended, our footsteps echoing in the brick-walled stairwell, I kicked myself for not at least opening the Jane file. I’d been so close. What were the chances I’d ever get another unsupervised crack at the computer? Probably slim to zero now that Doc knew what I’d been looking at.

As frustrating as that was, I couldn’t help feeling a wild surge of hope. I finally had someone from my sponsor with real knowledge willing to talk to me. I’d wanted this for so long, imagined a thousand different things they might say. I couldn’t waste this opportunity.

We reached the next level down, which had higher ceilings and broader corridors than the two above it. A gym with expansive glass windows occupied part of the floor, and a dozen workers were using their lunch breaks to practice kickboxing, Anna among them. She looked tiny and ferocious as she pulverized the punch pads on a sparring bot, her strikes loud enough to hear through the window.

I remembered the Anne file on the computer and wondered if that woman was the Anna I’d met or one of her batchmates.

Doc hurried me past the gym before she could see us.

Doc’s “office” was a cluttered desk in the corner of a large laboratory that smelled of antiseptic and soldering irons. Amid the microscopes and tech-bots, screens displayed X-rays of different human bodies. Several of the figures had suspicious devices planted inside them—and not all in the sternum like mine. I glimpsed tiny objects highlighted in spines and skulls and running along the lines of X-rayed bones.

Doc tapped his gridwatch, and the screens went blank, preventing me from getting a closer look at the mysterious implants.

He sat at his desk and gestured to the chair in front of it. “Before we begin, do you actually have a way to reach your contacts? Any devices you smuggled in won’t function up here. This place has the most sophisticated signal jammers in the world.”

“I just need an Internet connection so I can access my Harbortown U student portal. We didn’t have time for anything fancy.”

He passed me a pocket-sized notepad. “Write down the login, and I’ll make the arrangements. I can’t have you sending anything in code.”

I didn’t move. “I’ll write it down after you tell me what I want to know.”

He blew out a breath, exasperated. Whatever soft spot he had for Janette clearly didn’t extend to me.

“So you want the story of this organization?”

“Yes, please.”

He snorted at the belated pleasantry and pressed a button on the drinkbot next to his desk, taking a moment to gather his thoughts. The smell of coffee soon joined the antiseptic scent of the lab. “This all started as a quality-control initiative at Cloneworks, if you can believe it, long before the company was bought out by the Bluestones and Bernsteins.”

I sat up straighter. “Quality control?”

He inclined his head. “The founder of Cloneworks, a fellow named McCormick, wanted a way to monitor his production line. The idea was to implant certain clones with recording devices so he could follow them through their development and training and assess how they functioned after they left their campuses to begin their vocations.”

“So he could create better products?”

“Precisely.” Doc cleared his throat with a wet cough. “McCormick partnered with an implant company that specialized in unobtrusive recording devices. They wouldn’t trigger security alerts and could thwart jammers, making them virtually undetectable.”

“Aren’t those sorts of devices illegal?”

“They are now, but this was before the Privacy Act. If you have a nonvisible recording device, the law now requires that you notify anyone you encounter so they can choose to avoid you or modify their behavior.” He touched his upper arm. “Those yellow armbands you see give people the option of protecting themselves. Legal recording implants are registered to facilitate enforcement, though unscrupulous types can still get them under the table, of course.”

I bit my tongue to keep from responding to that. He had a lot of nerve to call other people “unscrupulous.”

The drinkbot sputtered as it finished filling Doc’s coffee cup. He rummaged in a drawer for a clean mug and handed it to me. I hit one of the pre-settings on the drinkbot without paying much attention, too focused on the doctor’s story.

“Anyway,” he went on, “those sorts of recording devices were new at the time. Most never made it to market before they were outlawed. But McCormick struck up a deal with that company—they weren’t called Integrated Implants then—to produce one of the prototypes for Cloneworks. His plan was to discreetly install the devices in select units and not tell the caretakers at their campuses or their future employers. He wanted an unvarnished view of his facilities and products through their entire lifecycles.”

Doc paused to sip his coffee, savoring the aroma. I tried not to fidget. He was already giving me more background info than I’d expected, but I was starving for more.

“McCormick got as far as installing the first generation of surveillance devices in ten-year-old clones. The infant-model devices hadn’t been developed yet. His plan almost succeeded.”

“But something went wrong?”

Doc nodded. “Several Cloneworks clients got wind of McCormick’s implants. They were not happy to learn that the company they’d hired to create perfect workers had gone and turned their products into spies. They feared McCormick would use the quality-control units to steal their trade secrets.”

“Was he planning to do that?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea,” Doc said. “But the clients threatened to pull their business from Cloneworks, and at least one appealed to a friend on the Congressional Committee for Business Ethics. The implant program was shut down, and bills were introduced to regulate any recording implants that could evade detection so effectively.”

The drinkbot sputtered again, and I leaned across the desk to retrieve my mug, taking the opportunity to scan the clutter for hints about Doc’s work. A diagram of an implant glowed on an open fab-tab. The device looked like a delicate nanowire mesh, shaped suspiciously like a human brain. I shivered at the implications.

“Sounds like outlawing the surveillance implants could have been the end of things,” I prompted, trying to get a better look at the brain-implant diagram.

Doc shrugged. “It was a near miss.”

“Let me guess: the McCormick controversy gave someone ideas.”

“Correct.” He noticed me eyeing the diagram and folded the fab-tab to hide the image. “A congresswoman on the ethics committee found the tech’s potential intriguing. Cloneworks had put a lot of money into the project, and the implant company was making truly impressive strides. The congresswoman began to look at other uses for undetectable surveillance tech.”

“Who was she?”

Doc looked at me, an odd flicker in his eyes. “She’s long dead now. It doesn’t matter.”

“But—”

“Do you want to know this organization’s purpose or not?”

“Sorry. Please continue.” I sipped from my mug and nearly choked. The drinkbot had made me a very strong cocktail. I set it aside and made a show of listening attentively.

“The congresswoman and some of her colleagues were concerned about the amount of power the tycoons were beginning to wield in New State.” Doc’s tone darkened. “The diverse businesses that made the country strong at its founding were being consolidated into an ever-smaller number of hands. The anticorruption tenets in the constitution weren’t nearly strong enough, and New State was beginning to resemble the old US before the Dissolution.”

“How so?”

“Congressmembers were compromising themselves by accepting campaign contributions and luxurious gifts from wealthy businessowners. That may seem normal to someone your age, but the leaders of our country are supposed to make laws to protect the interests of all citizens, not to enrich themselves and their friends.”

“Huh.”

“Indeed.” Doc shifted his weight, his chair squeaking. “At this point, the tycoons had accumulated so much power that the relatively weak members of our government had no way to keep them in check. They lacked sufficient political power to rein them in, so they went looking for other weapons.”

“Like information about the tycoons.” I was beginning to understand. “This congresswoman found out it was possible to spy on big corporations with their own workers, and she got to thinking she could use that.”

“That’s correct.” Doc gave me an approving smile before seeming to remember who I was. He smoothed down his lab coat, looking uncomfortable at how easily he’d defaulted to treating me like the girl he’d helped raise.

He hurried on. “At first, the congresswoman planned to put surveillance implants in the actual employees of the out-of-control companies, but then a colleague had the bright idea that getting close to the individual tycoons would be far more potent. Any corporate espionage agent can dig up dirt on a company, bribe their employees for intel, and sell trade secrets. Companies employ defenses against such activities as a matter of course.”

I nodded, thinking of Dean and Vance, who made their living digging up exactly that sort of dirt. “But a family member or friend who has always been there has a different kind of access. Especially a child.”

Doc inclined his head. “Everyone lets down their guard eventually. There’s simply no substitute for the trust of one’s nearest and dearest. Personal secrets are the greatest currency of all.”

I pictured Janie and Isaac spending hours at Glassbreak House, where Janie’s implant could observe Henry Ironside doing everything from typing in passwords to arguing with his wife. She’d interned at Iron Corp and spent the most intimate holidays in their home. Janette had planned to go further. She’d been working on planting herself at Isaac’s side permanently—and maybe even in his bed.

I sucked air through my teeth. The whole thing made me want to throw up. Or burn this building to the ground. “You know this is sick, right?”

Doc blinked. “Sick?”

“Look at what you’re doing to these people.” I gestured at the screens that had displayed X-rays of the implants the doctor was studying, evil little devices clinging to the bodies like parasites. He might even be the one who installed the implants. “You’re turning human beings into objects. Do you actually have no soul? That’s what they used to say about clones—that we’re automatons with no moral compasses. This is so much worse.”

“I’ve never thought of it that way.” Doc sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “This is my life’s work. I’m primarily interested in the research anyway, not the scheming and politics.”

I bit my lip hard to keep from telling him where he should stick his research. I was lucky he’d said as much as he had, and I didn’t want him to stop now.

For the first time, it occurred to me that he might be telling me so much because he planned to kill me as soon as I gave him the login details. He might believe he could make a deal with Janette’s captors without me.

The realization sobered me, and when I next spoke, my voice was strained. “Back to the politics. You said a congresswoman and her colleagues took over the implant tech. Are you telling me that the New State Congress is my sponsor?”

Doc looked at me without blinking. A machine beeped on the other side of the lab, and voices echoed in the corridor outside. I waited, tense, unmoving. This couldn’t be the answer.

Doc didn’t speak.

“Am I right?” I asked impatiently. “This is a government agency that spies on powerful businessowners because they’re too weak to, I don’t know, make actual laws to keep them in check?”

Rasheed had told me that corporations and governments had the resources to pull off what my sponsor had. He’d also pointed out that New State’s government was famously thin blooded. Weaksauce, he’d called it. Maybe that was the point, the whole reason they’d created this program.

“It’s not the full Congress,” Doc said at last. “Most current members have no idea we exist. This was a top-secret program initiated by a select group. Before their retirement, the founding congressmembers handed over the reins to trusted successors—all nonelected officials to ensure they would stay with the agency for life.”

“The agency? Is that its official name?”

Doc hesitated, his right eyelid twitching. “Technically, it’s the NSCIA, the New State Clandestine Intelligence Agency. But we never use the full name.”

Oh, he was definitely planning to kill me. I had no idea what I was going to do about that, but I forged ahead anyway, greedy for answers. “How long has the agency existed?”

“Forty-two years.” Doc had the gall to sound proud. “I’ve been involved longer than anyone else here. We operate on a strict need-to-know basis. Most of the staff has no idea of the agency’s history or indeed of its full extent. We silo their tasks and use accountability implants to ensure their discretion.”

I thought of Carlos’s fish tank office and his reaction when I’d told him too much. “What are accountability implants?”

Doc slid back his gridwatch and showed me a small silver device implanted in his wrist, where the watch strap could conceal it. “This device triggers a painful shock and an alert to headquarters if you speak certain keywords outside this building or type them into unauthorized devices. It’s also capable of delivering a fatal shock, with the right authorization.” He moved his watch down to cover the device again. “The method isn’t foolproof, of course, and mainly serves as a deterrent. But we pick our employees carefully, ensuring they’re all loyal public servants who have been thoroughly vetted for this operation.”

“Except for the baby clones, who have no idea what they’re doing.”

“True. But all the models have been specially selected for this program, just like any other corporate clone. You’re bred for a purpose, and the vast majority of you fulfill it admirably.”

I took another sip from my mug before remembering it was aggressively alcoholic. I coughed and wiped my mouth, struggling to get my head around my sponsor’s identity. I’d been so convinced they were a big corporation that I wasn’t sure how to process this revelation.

There’d be time for that later—I hoped. For now, I needed to know who, exactly, would have to pay for what they’d done to me. “So, who’s in charge?”

Doc frowned. “In charge?”

“You said nonelected officials took over from the founding congressmembers. Who decides who to spy on now? And who benefits from all the juicy information the clones collect?”

“New State benefits,” Doc said, the zeal in his voice surprising me. “Don’t you see, Jane? This agency exists to ensure the prosperity of our country and its citizens.”

I shook my head, not willing to accept that my lifetime of abandonment had been some sort of public service. “Maybe that was the original idea, but someone has to decide how to use the information. I don’t believe you people are selflessly working for the good of all, given what I know about your methods.” I tapped my sternum for emphasis, wincing at the lingering pain from the Taser blast. The certainty that Doc was planning my death made me reckless. “Who’s the big boss? Not you. You’re just in it for the research. So who runs the agency?”

Doc hesitated, his hand drifting to his wrist. “Telling you that is not within the scope of our agreement.”

“The scope?”

“You wanted to know what this program is, and I told you. It’s a government agency that the majority of our fickle government does not know exists. Our methods might not meet your ethical standards, but the information we collect helps guarantee that no individual can become too powerful.”

He leaned across his cluttered desk, a fervent note entering his voice. “That is a positive thing. Without us, certain tycoons could literally seize control of New State and set up their own dictatorships, as the president of Texas did not ten years ago. We’re doing good work, Jane.”

The idea of a Henry Ironside dictatorship hit me like an icicle to the gut, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept that Doc was right. Not after everything the agency had done to me and my batchmates. This couldn’t be the only way.

“The agency might have started with good intentions, but I don’t believe it’s not as corrupt as a bootleg data cache now.”

Doc sat back and waved a hand like an indulgent professor. “Do explain.”

I got up to pace, thinking of the glass-fronted offices upstairs, where individuals worked on their own tasks, sequestered from the full truth about the agency. They weren’t supposed to discuss mission specifics or mention the names of their targets. How could they know for sure that the NSCIA was operating for the good of all New State citizens? How could they know some shadowy official wasn’t using the information they collected to become a tycoon in their own right?

“With all this secrecy, you could be doing objectively terrible things without most people here knowing anything about it. And that’s not even counting the objectively terrible use of innocent children as your spy drones.”

Doc’s eyebrows drew together. “That’s a rather grim way to look at it. And I don’t appreciate your usage of ‘objectively.’”

“No? That’s your problem, is it?” I tapped one of the screens he’d cleared when we walked in, my mouth beginning to run away with me. “You haven’t told me what the other implants do. Are they also for surveillance? Or do they do other things? Maybe you can turn clones into assassins and suicide bombers without their consent.” I spun toward him. “You know, I bet many current members of Congress wouldn’t be happy to learn the NSCIA has been operating without their authorization or knowledge for decades. How long do you think you’ll get away with your precious research before they⁠—”

“That’s quite enough,” Doc snapped, his patience running out. “I’ve told you more information than my life is worth already. I don’t need to listen to your adolescent rants.”

He shoved back his chair and marched over, all traces of the indulgent professor disappearing without a trace. I flinched at his aggressive approach, but all he did was push the notepad and a pen into my hands. “Give me the login information and a name for your contact so I can arrange to trade you for Janette. She understands the importance of our work.”

I held the notepad limply, not wanting to give this man anything. I was probably dead anyway and had half a mind to tell his colleagues all the information he’d spilled and take him down with me.

But that wouldn’t do my batchmates any good. The doctor clearly didn’t think most clones deserved to be treated like human beings, but he seemed to care about Janette. He’d already risked a lot to save her. If I didn’t provoke him—more than I already had—I still had a chance to get out of this alive.

Before I could give in and write down the details, Doc spoke again. “If you keep quiet and help me make this transfer smoothly, I’ll give you the current agency chief’s name at the trade-off site.”

“Seriously?”

“To see Janette safely home, I’ll do anything.”

I chewed my lip, tempted to refuse on principle. I couldn’t trust this man, and I didn’t want to put Janette back in his hands. But I needed to seize the opportunity to communicate with Dean while I had it. I clicked the pen and wrote down the login information for the HU student portal.

“Address the note to Javier,” I said as I handed over the notepad. “If he asks for confirmation that I’m alive, tell him poppy seed bagels.”

Doc blinked. “Bagels?”

“He’ll know it’s from me.”

“Fine.” Doc rubbed his face, suddenly looking ten years older. “It might take a few days to arrange the trade. Can you stay out of trouble until then?”

I bared my teeth in a grin. “You know me, Doc.”

He sighed. “I’m afraid I do.”

“I won’t catch you any trouble,” I said, already plotting how to sneak back into the computer room to get that Jane file. “But we need to do this before Logan gets back. I don’t want to have to fake a report on Janette’s last two weeks.”

Doc’s face twitched at Logan’s name, betraying a hint of fear. “Yes, that’s probably for the best.”

We eyed each other for a moment, an awkward silence descending between us. I’d play along with the doctor’s scheme until I got the file. Afterward, I’d find a way to thwart the trade. Janette didn’t belong here anymore than I did.

“Well,” I said briskly, turning for the door. “I’m sure you have lots of important research. I’ll let you get back to it.”

“Nice try, Jane,” Doc said dryly. “You won’t be going anywhere without an escort until this is over. I’ll walk you to your room and make sure that lock of yours is working properly. And you can forget about any snooping you had planned.”


CHAPTER
SIX



The next two days felt as though they lasted a month each. True to his word, Doc only let me leave my room if he or one of his designated escorts could accompany me. He sent trusted helpers to fetch me for meals, warning them I was a fainting risk so they weren’t to leave my side. He would have simply kept me locked up, but that would raise eyebrows. Janette had been allowed to move freely at headquarters, and Doc didn’t want anyone to realize my true identity.

I spent the majority of my time trapped in my room, poking through Janette’s sparse collection of belongings, trying out combinations on the lock in case I got lucky, and fretting. I forced myself to rest a bit, too, wanting to recover my strength before the rendezvous with Dean and Janette.

I waited anxiously for Doc to notify me that Dean had seen the message in my student portal and agreed to come for me. He wouldn’t have much time to convince Vance to let Janette go. Last time I’d seen them, Vance had been eager to study her implant and the information it contained. He might not think trading her for me was worth it.

Dean would do it anyway. I hoped he’d figure out a way to get both Janette and me away from Doc during the tradeoff. He could enlist his team’s help, assuming Vance agreed, whereas Doc had to keep the exchange secret from everyone at the agency. Doc must care about Janette to take such a big risk for her, but I couldn’t tell whether he loved her like a daughter, or she was simply his favorite research subject.

Being confined to Janette’s room gave me plenty of time to mull over everything Doc had told me about the NSCIA. In some ways, it made sense. An agency dedicated to protecting the people of New State from the greedy tycoons sounded sensible, even admirable. I could see why so many people would sign up to work there.

But try as I might, I couldn’t get past their methods. Forcing implants on clones without their consent bothered me more than the surveillance activities—and that was violation enough. Moreover, Janette and her colleagues lived under a constant threat of execution, whether by official decommissioning or the accountability implants. They could all be murdered for setting a foot out of line.

I should have been happy to have a complete answer about my sponsor, the one thing I’d been seeking my whole life. But now that I understood what they were, I realized it wasn’t enough. I couldn’t sit back and let the agency keep using my batch and unknown numbers of other clones so ruthlessly, threatening their lives and stealing their autonomy.

The choice was clear. I had to stop them.

Of course, I didn’t have the faintest idea how to actually do that.

Finding headquarters again would be essential. I had limited opportunities to sneak around, so I tried to soak up as much information as possible during my chaperoned trips to the cafeteria. Carlos was one of the people Doc had authorized to collect me, ostensibly to catch me if I fainted. He chattered about his dating escapades, his family, and his plans for the upcoming holidays, never straying far into matters of substance.

“You’ve got to meet my abuela someday, J,” he said on our way to breakfast one morning. “She will get in your business and make you want to rethink your whole life.”

“Sounds… nice?”

He chuckled. “She’s driving me crazy, but I love that woman. I know you clones don’t have family, but she’ll adopt you if you let her. Maybe if you won’t be in the field all the time, you can come home with me one of these days!”

I shot him a quick look. “You sure I won’t be in the field?”

Carlos hesitated. “Last I heard, nothing has been decided. But never mind that, J. You’ll get back out there soon enough. Hey, have you tried the new mealbot yet? It’s a gamechanger.”

Apart from the occasional slip, Carlos didn’t reveal much about the agency’s inner workings. Doc must have instructed him not to discuss anything important, but that seemed typical of agency-employee small talk anyway. The conversations I overheard were all frustratingly mundane—and no wonder. These people were basically secret agents.

On the way to and from meals, I tried to memorize the layout of headquarters and work out the building’s location. It wasn’t easy. Doc, Carlos, and my other regular escort—a hard-faced woman named Bridget who was not interested in chitchat—didn’t let me wander. I stole glimpses through open doors at every opportunity but never once spotted an outward-facing window.

I began to suspect that headquarters didn’t have any windows. The agency was a sealed box with no connection to the outside world. But where was it? And was I even correct about it being a tall building, as I’d assumed when I saw how far down the stairs went? It could still be underground. I shouldn’t take anything for granted.

Another day passed, and I felt increasingly desperate. I chewed through my fingernails and all but paced a hole in Janette’s rug. If I couldn’t figure out the building’s location or download the files I’d seen on the computer, I couldn’t let Doc sneak me out. Without that information, the risks I’d taken to get inside would be for nothing.

Finally, on his third day as my escort, I convinced Carlos to let me watch kickboxing practice in the gym after lunch. “I miss it,” I told him wistfully. “At least let me see how you all are doing.”

“Can’t hurt.” Carlos started removing his silver earrings. “Logan’ll probably get you back to training as soon as he returns anyway.”

“Right.” I swallowed at the mention of the elusive Logan. “He’s back tomorrow?”

Carlos shrugged. “Or the next day. Not sure. If you’re done eating, let’s make a move.”

We put our dishes into the waiting mealbots and skirted around a couple of computer techs I’d seen coming out of the server room. I hadn’t managed to sneak in for another crack at the computers yet. I wasn’t making enough progress on any front.

Time to start taking risks.

As we exited the cafeteria, I gave Carlos a playful shove and shouted, “Race you to the gym!” Not waiting for a response, I took off down the corridor and made it halfway to the stairs before Carlos recovered enough to run after me. I barreled through the door to the stairwell and charged downward as fast as I could.

“Wait up, J!” he called after me.

I ignored him, sprinting past the gym level to the fourth floor down from my room. To my surprise, a solid brick wall greeted me on the landing. The floor below the gym and lab was walled up, cutting it off from the agency stairwell.

I slowed, still shaky from my injuries, and looked over the banister. No doors opened into the stairwell on the next level either. I wondered if the trend continued all the way down.

“You overshot, J!” Carlos called down after me. “Come back up before Doc finds out I let you exercise!”

“Coming!” I called. “Just wanted to see what I could handle.”

I crept down another level, aware I was pushing it. A blank wall bordered the landing here too. No door. No access to the rest of the building. Strange.

“J? Did you faint?”

I hurried back up to the gym level before he could see how far I’d gone. My strength still hadn’t fully returned, and my breath came in great gasps. “Sorry. Guess I’m not… quite ready… for running yet.”

“Don’t scare me like that, girl. You could collapse and hurt yourself.” He helped me the rest of the way up the stairs, looking concerned. I hoped that was concern and not suspicion.

We headed to the glass-fronted gym, where several other agency employees were stretching and doing jumping jacks to warm up. I tottered over to an unused mat and collapsed into a seated position, feeling shaky and unnerved. A few people came over to say hi, and I explained I was just watching the kickboxing session that day.

“There’ll be plenty of time to get back in shape,” Anna—or someone who looked like Anna—told me as she rotated her ankles, her ash-blond hair pulled up in a perky ponytail. “Take it easy, honey.”

I watched Carlos, Anna, and half a dozen others practice their punches with the sparring bots, thinking about the solid walls I’d glimpsed on the lower level landings. The three floors of the agency and the accompanying stairwell appeared to be sealed off from the rest of the building. There must be an exit at the bottom of the stairs, guarded by attack bots and scanners, but we were otherwise walled off from the world.

That meant we could truly be anywhere. The NSCIA was hidden in plain sight in a structure I had no hope of identifying from the inside. Iron Corp Tower, the Bluestone building, one of the four Forester Trade towers, even the Cloneworks campus where I’d grown up were equally likely.

My only chance was to sneak onto the roof for a look at the surrounding area.

The kickboxing session picked up steam, and smacks, shouts, and the whir of the clunky sparring bots echoed around the gym. As clamor filled the air, I debated whether Carlos and the others were distracted enough for me to sneak away to try the upper door. Even if I could escape his notice, I didn’t know the code to the heavy door at the top of the stairs. Would forcing it open attract too much attention?

A flurry of activity broke out near one of the sparring rings. The sullen-faced Bridget had challenged Anna to a sparring match, and everyone was gathering around to watch. I joined the circle, pretending to be interested in the matchup. As the others placed bets, I edged toward the exit, hoping this was my chance.

But should I try for the rooftop or go straight to the computer room? The information about my batchmates was more important to me than the building’s location. Besides, there’d been more files than just the Jane one on that computer. I touched Janette’s sapphire bead drive, which I kept in my pocket at all times. If I was going to take a gamble, those files would be the biggest prize.

Shouts rose around the gym. Anna and Bridget’s sparring match was becoming vicious. Anna was a foot shorter and much lighter than Bridget, but she held her own against her muscular opponent without difficulty. I didn’t know much about combat sports, but that seemed odd. Why was such a tiny, perky person so strong?

No time to worry about that now. I edged back from the group, eyeing the door. Just a little closer…

“I think she’s going to do it this time.” Carlos appeared suddenly at my side and slung an arm around my neck. “Yeah, Bridget!” he hollered in my ear. “You can do it!”

I stiffened, unable to pull away from his casual hug without drawing attention. As the kicks and punches flew ever faster, I tried to gently disentangle myself, but Carlos kept hold of me. Frustration surged through me. There was no escape.

All at once, Anna let out a great cry and pummeled Bridget in the belly over and over, moving so fast her hands blurred. The larger woman collapsed like a cut tree and curled around her battered belly.

“Ah well,” Carlos said. “She made a go of it. Not her fault Anna has such an advantage.”

“Why does she—” I began then halted, not wanting to advertise my ignorance. Just what sort of advantage does Anna have? “She’ll get her next time.”

Carlos shrugged. “She’ll certainly try.”

He released me to go commiserate with Bridget, who was struggling to recover from the damage inflicted by the much smaller and lighter woman. Anna, meanwhile, had barely broken a sweat.

I watched her surreptitiously while I waited for Carlos. The others were returning to their offices to resume their work, chatting about the start of Christmas vacation, and filling the corridors with activity. It was too late to slip away without being noticed.

There goes my chance to reach the computers.

Anna caught my eye and gave me a sunny smile, not even breathing heavily. I shivered.


CHAPTER
SEVEN



By Christmas Eve, only a handful of people remained inside the agency. Carlos and most of the office workers had departed to spend time with their families, shooting vaguely sympathetic looks at those tasked with keeping things running in their absence—mostly clones, who’d been denied families by design.

Doc brought me down to the cafeteria for dinner on Christmas Eve, acting the part of the surrogate father for anyone who might be watching. As I picked at a bot-turkey sandwich, he checked that no one was sitting close enough to hear us then informed me he’d be exchanging me for Janette the following day.

“Tomorrow?” I sat up straight, panic lancing through me. “We’re doing this on Christmas?”

“The fewer people around to see me smuggling you out, the better.”

I cast about for a reason to delay. I still hadn’t figured out where the building was or gotten the Jane file from the computer. I knew about the agency, but it wasn’t enough. I hadn’t quite believed Doc would actually let me go, much less that it would happen so soon. I need more time!

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to⁠—”

“We’re not debating this,” Doc said tersely. “I’ve been in touch with your friend Javier, and everything is in place. We need to move before your debriefing with Anna and Logan. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, sir.” I swallowed my rising distress and met his eyes. “Tomorrow, it is.”

I couldn’t eat the rest of my sandwich, a sharp-toothed sense of failure gnawing at my insides. I hadn’t found my batchmates. They could be decommissioned without warning or die trying to investigate their mysterious origins, like Janie. I couldn’t let this trade happen.

As Doc escorted me back to my bedroom, I scrambled for a way to keep him from locking me in. He’d removed my gummy bandages the day before, not leaving any useful residue behind to jam in the door. Should I tackle him? He was old but not frail. I had to try something.

Doc seemed to sense my intentions and held me by the arm the whole way, not giving me any openings to attack or escape. “I’ll fetch you tomorrow,” he said as he deposited me firmly inside my room. “Don’t do anything to mess this up.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He snorted then closed the door and locked it behind him.

After he left, I paced around my room, trying to think of a way to escape and reach the computers—one I hadn’t tried a dozen times over the past few days. I might be able to break the door down, but someone could still be in the office and hear the commotion. Maybe I could pry the door off the hinges. This was supposed to be a dormitory, not a prison, so the hinges didn’t look entirely tamperproof.

As I searched the room for tools, Janette’s mementoes caught my eye. I grabbed the chess rook and tried to pry up the bottom hinge pin with the edge. Old gunk coated the metal, hampering my progress. I chipped away at the gunk, putting a dent in the chess piece, but I couldn’t wedge it far enough into the hinge to get any leverage.

Suddenly, I heard heavy footsteps approaching my room. I froze, chess rook in hand.

The footsteps reached my door, paused, then receded. I released a breath and knelt to work on the hinge again. The oily metal slid beneath my fingers.

The footsteps returned, as though whoever was out there had changed their mind. They reached my door and stopped, silent for several moments. I held my breath, willing them to walk away again. Instead, I heard the unmistakable sound of the door code being keyed in.

I launched to my feet and wiped the hinge gunk off my fingers, trying to look innocent.

The lock beeped, but the door didn’t open. Another long pause followed. Whoever was out there seemed to be either working up the nerve to enter or trying to eavesdrop. Maybe Doc wanted to see if I was trying to escape.

I didn’t have time for this. The frustration roiling through me reached a sudden boil, and I marched to the unlocked door and yanked it open.

“What?”

A big, brawny man I’d never met before stood in the corridor, his thick fist raised to knock. He blinked at the violent way I’d flung open the door then lowered his fist.

“Hey, J. Long time no see.”

He had brown hair in a military crew cut and a knobby Frankenstein’s monster forehead, and he looked muscular enough to knock someone out with a single punch. A barbed-wire neck tattoo ended above the collar of his gray tech jacket.

I stepped back, unnerved. This rough man looked nothing like the office jockeys and computer nerds I’d met at the agency so far. “What are you doing lurking out here?”

“I just got in and wanted to check on you before the debriefing. Thought you might be asleep.” His brow furrowed, emphasizing his Cro-Magnon forehead. “You looked terrible last time I saw you.”

Debriefing? This must be Logan. I’d expected someone more along the sleek-secret-agent lines, not this giant beefcake. Despite his scary appearance, I got the sense that Logan was embarrassed at being caught outside Janette’s door. I wondered if he had some sort of romantic rendezvous in mind. Janette hadn’t said anything about a boyfriend at headquarters, especially while trying to get close to Isaac.

“I’m getting better, but I’m not a hundred percent yet.” I rubbed my belly, where the Taser wound had mostly stopped smarting. “Uh, how are you?”

Logan blinked, and I wondered if that wasn’t how Janette talked to him. Would she hug him? Go in for a kiss? Logan was youngish, maybe twenty-six or twenty-seven, but that seemed too old for my batchmate.

Before I could decide what to do, he heaved an enormous sigh. “It’s a mess out there, I gotta tell you. I’ve been banging my head against a wall for a week.”

“Ouch. Do you, uh, want to talk about it?”

He shrugged. “If you’re not doing anything.”

This could be the opportunity I’d been waiting for. Hiding my eagerness, I mimicked his shrug and said, “Not really. Let’s go for a walk.”

“Sure.” Logan turned and strode off down the corridor. I grabbed a sweater from the bed and jogged after him.

Logan marched without speaking, his boots thudding heavily on the tiles. He came off as competent and formidable, and I could see why Carlos had referred to him as a combat drone. He headed straight for the stairwell. “You up for a session with the speedbag?”

“I’m not healed enough for the gym yet. I could use some fresh air, actually.”

“Works for me.” Logan held the door open for me then started up the stairs. I followed slowly so he’d reach the exit first, hardly daring to believe my luck. He seemed preoccupied and didn’t notice when I positioned myself to watch him punch in the door code.

Her tapped three simple digits into the keypad. 9-1-1. I kicked myself for not thinking of that. Of course that was the code for the emergency exit. Just because this was a secret government agency with nefarious methods didn’t mean they’d abandoned fire safety entirely. It wouldn’t be so easy at the bottom, though.

Logan opened the door, and a blast of frigid air swept into the stairwell, making me shudder. I quickly pulled on my sweater as we walked out onto an open terrace—not a rooftop at all. I looked around in surprise. My assumption that the agency occupied the topmost floors of the tower had been incorrect.

Where I’d expected a flat roof, I found another narrower part of the building rising beside me. We were standing on top of a wide base tier of a multilevel skyscraper. The upper part of the building stood dark against the night sky. I couldn’t tell exactly how much higher it went, but the tower must be more than a hundred stories tall. I felt a jolt of excitement. That would narrow it down a lot. Grid City had plenty of hundred-story buildings, but they didn’t stand on every single block.

If I was in Grid City. My heart beat faster. Time to find out.

Logan and I picked our way across the flat space bordering the center tower, which clearly wasn’t designed for regular use. We had to weave around old drone parts, abandoned AC units, and bird droppings to reach the low wall bordering the space.

“They’ve got to clean this place up,” Logan grumbled.

I murmured a noncommittal response, taking in every detail. Behind us, a broad expanse of windowless concrete extended up several stories. No one in the upper part of the tower should see us unless they opened their windows and leaned way out.

Logan reached the low wall at the edge of the terrace and immediately turned on his heel and paced back the other way—really more of a march. His forceful mannerisms made me nervous. He could probably snap me like a pencil.

He seemed to expect me to pace-march alongside him, but instead I climbed onto a stack of bricks and looked out over the low wall.

Grid City sprawled below me, neon, moving, electric. I gasped in relief. I wasn’t far from home after all.

It was never truly dark in the city, even with no moon, and the lights had a festive vibe this Christmas Eve. Countless vehicles rushed along the rail lines like glowing beads.

The cold needled my skin, and I pulled the sleeves of my sweater over my hands as I scanned my surroundings, orienting myself. We were not in Grid City Central, where the majority of the hundred-plus skyscrapers stood. The iconic towers rose to my right—the needle spire of Bluestone Tower, the Iron Corp spearhead, the Cloneworks helix, and the four matching towers of the Forester Trade Quadrant. Their positions indicated that I was west of them, perhaps a little south too.

I studied the rail lines nearer the tower, using their particular curves and angles to narrow down the location. Dozens of high-rises stood between me and Grid Central, many nearly as tall as the level where I stood. But with the additional tier, this building was easily the tallest in the area, which would help me find it later.

I leaned farther out over the low wall, the cold wind blowing my hair back, and discovered a wider tier below me. That meant the building had at least three sections, maybe more. From afar, it might resemble a tall, narrow ziggurat. I could work with that.

Dizzying triumph spun through me. I’d done it. I could find this place again.

“What are you doing?” Suddenly, Logan was beside me, gripping my shoulder with a heavy hand. “Aren’t you afraid of heights?”

“What? Oh, I was just⁠—”

“Are you actually okay?” He drew me back from the railing, concern on his blunt features. “You don’t seem like yourself⁠—”

“I’m fine.” I pulled out of his grasp, my heart climbing into my throat. I couldn’t let him suspect me now, when I’d finally learned something useful. “You said you wanted to talk. Something about banging your head against a wall? What’s up?”

Logan grimaced. “It’s that batchmate of yours. She’s turning out to be a real pain.”

“Which one?”

“The one that got you shot. The others are housecats compared to her.”

I took that as a compliment. “What has she done now?”

Logan grunted. “Disappeared off the face of the blasted planet. Her contacts are good, whoever they are. I’ve been trying to track them down for two weeks. Never had so much trouble picking up a trail before.”

“Sounds frustrating.” I hid my relief that he hadn’t found Dean and Janette yet. “I didn’t know her allies existed until the day of the Ironside yacht party.” I paused. “You heard about all that, right?”

“Eliza kept us updated.” He scrubbed a hand over his bristly hair, his big arm muscles flexing. “I interrogated the hacker kid. He claimed not to know about the other one’s allies either.”

“That’s too bad.” I hoped he hadn’t hurt Rasheed during the interrogation. Isaac’s roommate had betrayed us, but I felt guilty for getting him mixed up with the agency in the first place. They’d lured him with promises of a permanent work visa and fancy upgrades for his bionic legs, but I didn’t think he was evil. He probably had no idea of the program’s full extent.

“We’ll get your report tomorrow, but can you tell me anything that might help in the meantime?” Logan asked. “I hate turning up to Anna empty handed.”

I pursed my lips in a thoughtful, Janette-like way, wondering about the agency’s hierarchy. I was fairly certain Anna was a clone, but she seemed to have a lot of power around here. Both Doc and Logan worried about displeasing her, and she’d been strangely strong and fast in her sparring match with Bridget.

Logan was watching me expectantly. I cast about for something suitable to tell him.

“Jane arranged to have a friend on the yacht,” I said, fudging the details a bit. “I was trying to listen in on Mr. Iron—the target’s father—belowdecks when she caught me. I didn’t get a chance to hear much before her contact turned up and knocked me out with a tranquilizer pen.”

Logan’s brow furrowed. “Doc said the tranq made you sick, and that’s why it took so long to recover. He said you were too fragile for visitors last time I checked in.”

“Right.” Tranq. I’d have to remember that vocabulary. Interesting that Doc had made up an excuse to keep Logan away. He’d wanted time to study my implant and behavior, and he must think Logan knew Janette well enough to notice I wasn’t her. “My head is still fuzzy, to be honest. Doc would probably order me back to bed right about now.”

“I guess.” A hint of suspicion flared in Logan’s eyes. “You do seem off.”

He looked closer at me, and I tugged at the neck of my sweater, feeling hot despite the chill. The semidarkness ought to cover my freckles, but I wasn’t doing a good-enough job of convincing him I was Janette. They worked out together, judging by his comment about punching bags, and they must have a particular kind of rapport I was failing to replicate.

As he studied my face intently, I wondered again if there was something romantic between them. He’d been a bit hesitant about coming to her room late at night. That implied a history. Maybe they’d broken up, but now that she wasn’t going to be with Isaac, Logan hoped to restart something.

Should I kiss him? Show him how happy I am to be back with him? I eyed his craggy face, wondering if I dared press my mouth to his. That plan could easily backfire. It could also be the only way to alleviate his suspicions.

I hesitated, wavering on the verge of making a move. I didn’t want to kiss this big lump of an agency soldier, obviously. But I didn’t want to die more.

“I’m freezing.” I rubbed my arms, buying time and seeing if he’d put his arms around me. “Can I tell you the rest tomorrow? Anna’ll want the full report anyway.”

Logan’s frown deepened. “Is there anything you don’t want to say in front of Anna?”

Was he asking if I wanted to confess my love without their colleagues hearing? Or had he and Janette been scheming against Anna somehow? I didn’t know what to do. Improvising with Logan was harder than it had been with Isaac when he thought I was Janie Davies. The main difference: Logan would kill me if he found out my true identity.

“I can’t think of anything,” I blurted then wheeled around and started for the door. “Are you coming in, or do you want to enjoy the fresh air a bit longer?”

He hesitated for a loaded moment then followed. “I’ll walk you back to your room.”

“I can find it on my own.” I channeled Janette’s cool, disdainful tone for all I was worth. “My head’s not that addled.”

Logan chuckled. “We’ll see about that when you’re back in the ring.”

We went inside, not speaking as we slammed the outer door and descended to my floor. Logan stayed at my side all the way to Janette’s room.

He stopped in the doorway, and I worried he was expecting me to invite him in for some canoodling. Should I suggest it? Or launch myself into his arms?

Before I could move, he said, “’Night, J.”

“Good night… L.”

His knobby forehead furrowed, and I couldn’t tell if I’d guessed right about using his initial as a nickname.

He shut the door, and I heard an ominous beeping sound as he tapped in the code to lock me inside.


CHAPTER
EIGHT



I didn’t have time to celebrate the fact that I’d finally seen outside the building. Even if Logan didn’t realize who I was, Doc would arrive in the morning to trade me away for Janette, and I still hadn’t stolen any files from the computers. I had an idea of the agency’s location and purpose, but I’d failed to acquire the most important information of all—where to find my batchmates.

As soon as Logan’s footsteps faded away, I tackled the door hinge with every stray object I could find—combs, shampoo bottles, Janette’s assorted mementoes—but nothing was the right size or shape to get any leverage. I was imprisoned in Janette’s room as effectively as she’d been imprisoned in my dorm.

At last, I slumped to the ground, defeated. The tile floor was cold beneath me, and my eyes felt grainy and heavy. I couldn’t let Doc sneak me out without those files. I had to call off the trade.

Heart aching, I hoped Dean would understand. Of course, he could probably get out of this mess. He’d find a way to turn the soap dispenser into dynamite—if he didn’t have the right gadget on hand—and blast out of this room in minutes. He’d have secured the files that first day.

Well, Dean might have skills, but I wasn’t a quitter. I’d been called too stubborn for my own good more times than I could count, and I couldn’t give up on my batchmates now.

I pushed myself to my feet and paced across the small room, racking my brain for another way to get to the server room. Could I ambush Doc when he fetched me for the trade-off? Pretend I was too sick to leave my bed? Tell him the truth and bargain for his help getting the data? I didn’t have anything to offer. If Doc found out what sort of information I was trying to steal, he wouldn’t let me leave this building anyway, never mind how he felt about Janette.

Morning must be approaching. I was so tired my vision was blurry, and my shock-Taser wounds tingled worse than they had in days. If only I had a clock so I’d know exactly how much time I had left, how much longer I could still believe there was a chance.

I’m not giving up. I’m not giving up. I’m not⁠—

Suddenly, my toe caught on Janette’s recycled-bot side table, and fiery pain shot through it. I hopped on one foot and scowled at the table, tempted to heave it at the door no matter how much noise it made.

Frowning, I staggered to a halt. The side table’s chassis looked smooth, which was why I hadn’t used it on the hinges earlier, but it was raised above the tile a few inches. I knelt beside it and felt underneath the table for anything not fused to the chassis. Several metal scraps were screwed to the underside.

Using my fingernails, I loosened the screws on one of the scraps. They were old and tight, and I had to clear bot oil away, but the screws turned. Holding my breath, I removed screw after screw. Sweat coated my forehead, and I worked until my fingers were raw and bleeding. At last, I managed to pull the metal scrap off the chassis. It was thin but strong and didn’t look like it would snap under pressure. I jammed it in the door hinge and pushed down.

The hinge pin gave a metallic creak. No hesitating now. I secured the piece at a better angle and pushed harder. The hinge screeched, and the pin slid up a fraction of an inch. I repeated the action, sweat pouring down my forehead, hope running rampant in my chest.

The pin popped out and clattered to the ground.

“Yes!” I pumped my fists and did a brief victory dance then got to work on the next hinge.

When the final pin popped free, I lifted the door from the frame, grunting at its weight. The electronic door lock beeped agitatedly as I pulled the handle apart. Every second, I expected an alarm to sound or a security bot to trundle down the corridor. But I’d come too far to hold back.

I leaned the door carefully against the jamb, made sure the sapphire bead drive was still in my pocket, and jogged to the stairwell. Recklessly, I thundered down the steps to the agency’s middle floor and raced along the corridor, ignoring my fatigue, my breath hitching in my chest. The glass-fronted offices were dark, no workers in sight. I prayed no one would watch the security footage from this hall until I was already gone.

I retraced the route I’d taken with Carlos that first day. Once, I thought I heard a pair of male voices in the distance. Was Logan still here? Had Doc arrived to pick me up? Nothing I could do about that now.

The door to the server room called me like a siren. I was so tired and frantic I almost thought an actual siren was blaring. But the corridor remained empty. If anyone was in the building, they were too far away to stop me.

I burst into the dark, humming server room, with its three rows of desks and the glittering field of data towers beyond them. Warm air gusted around me, welcoming me back. I hurried to the same computer I’d used before and followed the same steps to get in. Janette’s password and my face scan still worked.

Searching faster than before, I navigated to the file matrix I’d stumbled upon days ago. The files appeared on screen, rotating in that tantalizing helix. My hands shaking, I dropped the bead drive into the console. A faint ding announced that it was connected.

A couple of files were already saved on the drive, but I didn’t waste time looking at them. I found the Jane file and began transferring it over, watching the capacity bar anxiously. The sapphire bead drive wouldn’t hold a fraction of the data in the vast field of towers behind me, but would it be enough?

My sweat dripped onto the touchpad as the transfer completed. The Jane file blinked into existence on the drive. Yes!

I glanced at the door, listening for a few heartbeats, but couldn’t hear anyone in the corridor. Deciding to risk staying a bit longer, I began moving the other named files one by one, starting with Anne.

The bead drive’s limited space quickly became apparent. Each file contained a massive amount of information. I only managed to transfer three additional files—Anne, Beatrice, and George—when the computer beeped, telling me the drive was full.

After I ejected the sapphire bead from the console, I hesitated, wondering if I should look up anything else on the computer. I wanted to know about the agency’s surveillance targets and mission objectives, and I was curious who the congresswoman who’d founded the surveillance program had been too. But I didn’t know where to start looking, and I’d already pushed my luck too far.

I shut down the computer and retreated to my room, the bead drive clutched like a diamond in my fist.
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I replaced the hinge pins on my door and secured the bead drive under the band of my bra, not yet daring to believe I’d gotten away with it. I threw myself into bed, the adrenaline still pumping in my veins.

Images of my nighttime exploits would show up on security camera footage somewhere, but I hoped no one would watch it until I was out of the building. It was Christmas, after all, and the agency was operating with a skeleton crew. That calmed me down a little, and my heart rate slowly returned to normal. I might even get a little sleep!

I’d barely drifted off when a beeping sound roused me—someone tapping in the door code. I sat up as Doc burst into the room, his lab coat flapping.

“What were you thinking?” He slammed the door hard enough to ruffle his wild gray hair. “You’ve jeopardized everything!”

“Huh?” I rubbed my eyes to cover a jolt of panic. The bead drive dug into my skin under my bra. “What are you talking about? Isn’t it a little early for theatrics, Doc?”

He turned the lights up as high as they would go, revealing deep-purple shadows under his eyes, and scowled at me. “You spoke to Logan. Your situation is too precarious for you to be that stupid.”

“Merry Christmas to you too,” I mumbled, reaching for the water bottle by my bed. Relief poured through me as I realized Doc only knew about Logan, not my jaunt to the server room. “He came to see me. What was I supposed to do?”

“Pretend to be asleep,” Doc bit out. “Fake another swoon. Anything but go for a midnight stroll with the man who thinks of Janette as a little sister!”

Little sister? I was suddenly very relieved I hadn’t tried to kiss him. “How was I supposed to know they have that kind of relationship? She never mentioned Logan to me.”

“Of course she didn’t. The real Janette is a professional, not a reckless child.”

His insults didn’t faze me. “What happened? Did he figure out who I am?”

“Not yet, but it will not take him long to put the pieces together, especially after he talks it over with Anna, which he is sure to do at the first opportunity. The two of them are close allies.”

I frowned. That didn’t quite line up with Logan asking if I wanted to tell him anything without Anna present. “So he hasn’t talked to her yet?”

“No. We can be grateful for that, at least.” Doc glanced at the door, and I realized he was more terrified than angry. “He came to my quarters after speaking with you, terribly concerned that you were brain damaged.”

I blinked. “Brain damaged?”

“He says you were friendly and polite to him.”

“And that was… wrong?”

Doc sighed. “Logan and Janette tease each other relentlessly. It stems from their time in the kickboxing gym. Some members of this organization insist upon honing their combat skills.” He cleared his throat irritably. “An unnecessary conceit in my opinion. Technology has long mattered more than physical ability in the world of espionage, but some people who choose to work here harbor fantasies about becoming superspies from classic films.”

I refrained from pointing out that Janette hadn’t chosen to work here. “Logan did ask if I wanted to go to the gym last night.”

“You should have taken him up on it, though I suppose you’d have revealed yourself even more quickly there.” He wiped his hands on his lab coat, calming down a bit. “Logan and Janette were rather famous for trash talking during their training sessions. I rarely heard them say a kind word to each other, yet somehow they got along.”

I pulled my blanket around my shoulders, feeling the shift of the bead drive beneath my bra band. “I wish you’d told me that earlier. I could’ve talked a little trash.”

“It’s too late now. We need to get you out of here before the light bulb goes on in Logan’s droneball of a brain.”

“You’re not bad at trash talk yourself, Doc.”

He glared at me, a vein pulsing in his forehead. “Let’s get this over with. I confirmed the exchange details with your contact. I need to get Janette back before you sabotage everything.”

“We’re leaving now?”

“As soon as you get dressed. I’ll take you out on an auto-gurney while the office is quiet. You will be unconscious, of course.” He brandished a syringe. “I can’t have you leading anyone back here.”

“I’ll get ready.”

Before he could renege on our deal, I hurried into some of Janette’s clothes. He didn’t appear to know that Logan had let me get a look at the building’s surroundings, much less that I’d stolen data from the servers. While I was dressing, I checked that the sapphire bead drive was secured safely against my skin. On impulse, I stuffed a couple of Janette’s mementoes in my pockets—the chess rook, a few pretty rocks, and a pressed daisy. With any luck, the items would distract Doc if he searched me, and he wouldn’t notice the bead drive hidden under my clothes. It hoped it wouldn’t slip out while I was unconscious either.

The idea of letting the person who’d most likely installed my implant knock me out again filled me with revulsion, but Doc was my only chance to get out of here alive. Even that might be a long shot. He’d shared an awful lot of information with me for a fellow who intended to let me walk away. If he double-crossed me during the trade-off, I could only hope Dean would be ready to stop him.

When I emerged from the bathroom, Doc eyed me up and down, and I stiffened, preparing for him to search me for contraband. Instead, he went to Janette’s closet to retrieve a thick lavender coat. “We’ve had some snow.”

“Oh. Thank you.” I pulled on the coat and lay on the four-legged auto-gurney he’d brought into the room while I was dressing. “Where is the rendezvous point?”

“Grid Central Station.”

“That’s very public.”

“That’s the idea.” He swabbed my arm, preparing to inject the syringe. “Don’t forget you promised to behave and ensure the trade goes smoothly. Do not endanger Janette with your recklessness.”

“I don’t want her to get hurt any more than you do.” I looked him in the eye. “We both care about her safety.”

He met my gaze and nodded brusquely. It seemed Janette had found a family at the agency—a father in the doctor, a mother in Eliza, and even a big brother in Logan. If only I couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t turn on her. She’d compromised many of their secrets, maybe enough to trigger a decommissioning. That was on me, her long-lost sister.

I wiggled in the auto-gurney to feel the bead drive pressed against my skin, then gave Doc a thumbs up. With a sharp pinch, he injected the tranquilizer. The last thing I saw was the cracked ceiling tile in Janette’s room as my sponsor’s headquarters faded to darkness.


CHAPTER
NINE



I woke up in a spacious railcar, ice throbbing in my arm where Doc had injected something to bring me back to consciousness. He sat next to me, peering intently out the railcar’s tinted windows.

Groggy, I rubbed my eyes. “How’d it go getting me out of the agency?”

“There’s no time to talk,” Doc said, his voice sounding strained and unnatural. “We were delayed.”

“Why?” I sat up, fear spiking at his tone. “Is everything okay?”

Ignoring my question, he handed me a water bottle and gestured for me to drink quickly. “Your contact will arrive with Janette in a few minutes.”

He looked haggard, as though he’d aged ten years in the time I’d been asleep. Either he was poorly suited for sneaking around behind the agency’s back, or something had gone terribly wrong. My stomach churned, and I struggled to choke down the water.

“Let’s go. We must move quickly.” Doc took the bottle and hustled me to the railcar door, not quite meeting my eyes.

The door hissed open, and I tumbled out into a busy loading bay, staggering a bit before finding my balance. Signs announced that we’d arrived at the A4 Central Parking Interchange. As soon as we exited the railcar, it zipped away to clear room for the next one at the loading platform.

Doc gripped my elbow tightly and ushered me onto an escalator. We rose through the floors of the underground interchange, passing two more levels where personal railcars emptied their passengers then slid away to be stored in the parking vault.

We switched to a different escalator on a level dedicated to public railbuses. People waited in neat lines for their rides, focusing on their gridwatches and tablets. The sight of so many strangers overwhelmed me after my long stay at headquarters. Nausea rippled in my belly, and I wasn’t sure if that was nerves or a lingering effect of the sedative.

The escalator rumbled with the sound of a passing bullet train as we ascended still further. We must be entering Grid Central Station proper, the biggest transportation hub in the city. Trains, railbuses, and individual vehicles cycled through it each day, carrying countless passengers along the city’s arteries. Grid Central was the transportation network’s beating, mechanical heart.

An especially long escalator carried us the final distance to the main lobby. Soft light poured through the famous glass atrium ceiling, and snow swirled beyond it. People rushed in all directions to catch their trains, many dressed in Christmas colors. Mulebots carrying brightly wrapped packages trundled after them.

Doc gripped my arm tightly and led me to a pillar listing train times and platforms in an ever-moving e-ink display. Advertisements on digital banners flashed above the timetable, promoting the holiday programming at the city’s most famous interactive theater. The sweat on Doc’s forehead reflected the garish colors.

“You seem nervous, Doc,” I said as we stopped beside the timetable pillar and faced the station’s main entrance. Snow swirled across the stone floor whenever the auto-doors opened. “What happened while I was unconscious?”

He ignored the question, still gripping my elbow. “I just want to get this over with.” He ran his other hand through his bushy hair and eyed the passersby nervously. “Are you certain your people won’t have hurt Janette?”

“That’s not their style.”

“Do you see them anywhere?”

I scanned the crowds for my batchmate, Dean, or anyone from his team. I’d only met a handful of his and Vance’s colleagues and wouldn’t necessarily be able to spot them in the crowd. Even Dean might not be instantly recognizable, considering I’d never seen him wear the same thing twice.

Could he be the man in the oversized Santa hat? The one with a VR visor covering his entire face? The one with a hairpiece that didn’t quite match his skin tone?

“Well?” Doc asked impatiently.

“I don’t see anyone I know yet. What exactly did they say when you messaged them on the student portal?”

“They were skeptical that I would uphold my end of the bargain. I used your poppy seed bagel message, and that seemed to satisfy them. They refused to provide an equivalent signal from Janette, though, claiming that she refused to give one.”

“That sounds like her.”

Doc sighed. “I suppose it does. She has always had a stubborn streak.”

I glanced at him curiously. “What would you expect the signal to be?”

He didn’t answer, his brow furrowing. He definitely seemed out of sorts, and I couldn’t tell if he was worried about Janette’s safety or something much worse.

A large crowd of passengers exited a train and streamed across the station, jostling us as they passed. I studied their faces, searching for Dean or Vance or anyone else from their crew. I still hoped Dean would try to rescue me without giving up Janette. I didn’t want to return her to the agency, even if she did have friendly relationships with some people there.

A tall man in a deerstalker hat and flannel shirt caught my eye, something familiar in the breadth of his shoulders. When he turned to study a vendorbot’s selection of hot beverages, I recognized his barbed-wire neck tattoo and Frankenstein’s-monster forehead. It was Logan.

“What’s he doing here?”

Doc glanced at me distractedly. “Who?”

“Logan.” My pulse began to race, and I couldn’t help feeling betrayed. “You brought him with you?”

Doc didn’t answer, tightening his grip on my arm as though expecting me to bolt.

Across the station, Logan scratched his nose and whispered something into his gridwatch. A muscular woman to his right whispered a response into her own wrist. It was Bridget, the woman I’d seen sparring with Anna.

I craned my neck, spotting more familiar faces. Four, five, at least six people from the agency milled around the station, trying to look innocent.

“You brought a whole team?” I hissed at Doc. “You told me you wanted to keep this secret from your people. I thought you were afraid of them finding out about this.”

“The situation has changed. You left me no alternative, Jane.”

“What does that mean?”

Doc grimaced. “After I knocked you out this morning, I learned that you stole sensitive files from the computer system. You didn’t uphold your end of our bargain, so I’m under no obligation to hold up mine.”

A chill crawled down my spine, and I grew keenly aware of the bead drive tucked under my armpit, inches from where Doc gripped my elbow. I realized the decoy items no longer weighed down my pockets. He didn’t seem to have found the drive, but why would he take me out of the agency if he knew I’d stolen files?

He still wants Janette back. That had been the only thing keeping me alive for the past two weeks.

I cast about for a way out. “Are Logan and the others going to ambush my friends?”

“Not if you give me that bead drive.”

“What are you talking about?” I widened my eyes. “What bead drive?”

“Don’t play dumb. The one with the data you stole. We searched your room and pockets but couldn’t find it. Did you swallow it? Or find another way to transport it out of headquarters?”

I clamped my mouth shut, staring at him defiantly.

“We don’t have time for games. Tell me where it is.”

“Not a chance.”

“Perhaps you don’t understand, Jane.” Doc lowered his voice, his grip tightening on my arm, making me wince. “I was willing to let you go because Janette is important to me. But the information on that drive is worth more than both our lives. If you don’t return it to me, Logan and his team will kill you and your allies without a second thought.”

Across the train station, Logan was stalking closer, the flaps of his deerstalker hat pulled low over his ears. He kept his hands in his pockets, probably concealing a weapon. There was still no sign of Dean or his team.

“Aren’t you in trouble for keeping my identity secret for so long?” I asked, scrambling for more time. “Why did you tell Logan?”

“I had no choice,” Doc said tightly. “Logan brought his suspicions about you to Anna, and the two of them asked to see your medical scans. I had to show them what I’d discovered about your implant. By that time, the auto-gurney had already moved you out of the building, which put me in a decidedly awkward position.”

“That must have been stressful for you.”

Doc mopped sweat from his forehead with his free arm. “I managed to convince Anna I was attempting to retrieve Janette and had planned to kill you rather than give you up. She permitted me to proceed with my plan and ordered Logan to see that you don’t leave this train station alive.”

My mouth went dry. “They wouldn’t kill me right in the middle of the station, would they?”

“People die in public places all the time.”

Logan moved closer, his hands still jammed in his pockets, his shoulders tense. He met my eyes with a look that froze my blood.

Where was Dean? Did he realize Doc had betrayed us? Would he try to save me anyway? My heart pounded far too loudly, making it difficult to think straight.

“There is a way out of this,” Doc said. “If you return the bead drive and tell me everywhere else you sent the data, I will order Logan and the others to stand down.”

I snorted. “I don’t believe you. You’ll kill me the second I tell you where it all is.” Let him think I really had sent copies of the files to a dozen different places. It might keep me alive a little longer—and keep him away from the bead drive pressing into my ribs.

“Believe it or not, I’m not interested in destroying such a unique subject,” Doc said. “If you stay quiet and don’t warn your friends about my colleagues, I will see that you live. You and Janette can return with me, and we’ll work together to understand your differences. That’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? To understand everything?”

“Nice try.” I was pretty sure he was bluffing about letting me live to stop me from tipping off Dean about the ambush. I had to warn him. Even if Logan and his agents killed me, I could help Dean and Janette escape.

They still hadn’t appeared. The latest crowd of passengers had thinned out, but hundreds of people still occupied the giant train station. There were no corners or hiding places near the timetable pillar where Doc and I stood. If I wrenched away from him, it would take several seconds to sprint for cover. Logan and his team would intercept me no matter which way I ran.

Dean might have a team, too, but they wouldn’t engage Logan’s crew in the middle of Grid Central Station. Both sides cared too much about the secrecy of their respective organizations to risk a public battle. The second the agency had Janette in their sights, a poison needle or discreet Taser blast would take me down, and most of the crowd wouldn’t even notice.

Maybe I could use that. No one involved in this encounter wanted to draw attention. Doc didn’t want to catch trouble for letting me escape with valuable files, and Logan and Anna didn’t want me to escape at all. As far as I could tell, the main reason they intended to silence me was so I wouldn’t bring attention—whether of the public, Congress, or their tycoon targets—to their illicit activities.

I figured we could all do with a little more attention.

Without pausing to doubt myself, I filled my lungs and started screaming. “Ahhh!”

Doc dropped my arm as if it had burned him and gaped at me while I hollered like I was having a fit. Hundreds of faces turned toward us as everyone in the station, secret agents and civilians alike, stared at my dramatic outburst.

“Murder!” I screamed. “There are murderers in the train station!”

Doc took several steps back, looking shocked. I bet his precious Janette would never make such a scene.

“They’re planning an ambush!” I yelled louder, waving my arms for good measure, relishing the chance to fill up my chest and scream. “Look out! Run away! Ahhh!”

People began edging back, clearing a space around Doc and me. Many seemed caught between the desire to stare and to look down in embarrassment. In the shuffle, the crowd grew denser, offering no escape routes.

A trio of security guards—clone units from Multiplicity—started toward us, each with a dogbot at their heels. Logan and his team moved closer, too, pushing through the crowd as well as they could. But they didn’t dare shoot me in front of so many witnesses. Far too many eyes held them accountable.

If Dean was watching, he’d know something was wrong and get Janette out of there. I wasn’t totally selfless—I wanted him to rescue me too. He’d warned me there could be unintended consequences to making your own distractions, but I hoped he’d use this one to reach me. If anyone could get me out of this, it was Dean.

I carried on screaming incoherently.

“Stop this,” Doc hissed, backing farther away from me, trying to blend with the crowds. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Stay away from me!” I bellowed. “Help! Murder! Fire!”

The security units came closer, pushing through the gawkers. Some people pointed cameras and recording implants at me, broadcasting this moment for the world to see. I dared anyone from the agency to go after me now.

Suddenly, a hand closed on my arm from behind. “That’s enough. I’ve got you.”

I turned, expecting to see Dean. But it was Janette who had swooped out of the crowd to take my arm. Startled, I stopped screaming.

“She’s my sister,” Janette said to the security guards as they emerged from the crowd. “I’m so sorry about this. She’s not well, as I’m sure you can see.” Janette squeezed my arm tighter.

“Oh, uh. Ahhh! Murder!”

“No one’s going to murder you, sweetie,” Janette said in a loud, patient tone. “I’ll take care of you. Now, let’s go home and stop bothering these nice people.”

I laughed at the absurdity of Janette coming to my rescue, looking calm and focused, wearing a pretty green frock coat. The security guards exchanged glances, my laughter apparently helping to convince them I was unhinged.

“Do you need help with her, ma’am?” one asked Janette.

“No, thank you. She’s had a rough couple of days. The holidays, you know? She’ll be fine.” Janette smiled at them, projecting nothing but helpfulness. “You don’t need to file an incident report or anything, do you? I can fill out the paperwork if you need me to.”

The security guards shuffled their feet, not too happy about the prospect of doing paperwork on Christmas. “That won’t be necessary. You take care now.”

“Thank you so much.”

Janette tugged my arm, and we started for the exit. Doc stared at us, practically twitching with the urge to stop us. But he couldn’t do anything without landing the attention of the crowd squarely on him.

As we brushed past, Janette didn’t even acknowledge him, and Doc had no choice but to let us go.

“He’ll follow as soon as security isn’t looking,” Janette said quietly as she steered me through the crowds. “We need to get out of here.”

“You don’t need to tell me twice!”

We picked up our pace, hurrying across the vast station toward the main auto-doors. I couldn’t see Logan anymore, but I felt his eyes on my back and imagined his whole team following at a distance, preparing to make their move. We had minutes, maybe seconds, before they caught up to us.

The bead drive burned like a hot coal against my skin. Should I swallow it to keep it from them? I didn’t know if that would damage the data. Maybe I should give it to Janette to deliver to Dean and lead our pursuers in another direction. He’d know what to do with the files. But I didn’t know if I could trust her.

“Whose side are you on?” I asked Janette. “You decided to help us?”

“Under duress.”

“What does that mean?”

Janette shot me a grim look as we reached the train station exit. “Your Dean threatened to kill Eliza if I didn’t help him rescue you.”

The auto-doors opened, and a gust of icy wind and snow swirled around us. I gasped at the sudden cold, which helped to cover my surprise. “Eliza?”

“Clementine. He has her imprisoned in another safe house.”

We hurried outside, and I stumbled immediately, my feet sliding on the snow-dusted pavement. Eliza had been dead the last time I saw her. Unambiguously dead. Janette didn’t know. Dean must have lied to get her to cooperate.

I couldn’t let her find out the truth, not if it was the only thing keeping her on my side. We had to get to safety first.

The skyscrapers of Grid City Central rose around us, sharp and gleaming against a snow-white sky. Passing rail vehicles shook the ground beneath my feet, and the smells of damp wool, biofuel, and hot chocolate from a vendorbot swirled around me. The cold made me grateful for the lavender coat.

“Where are we meeting Dean?” I asked as we crossed the paved square in front of the station. I was still recovering my strength, and I panted at the effort of running without slipping. “And does he have backup? Logan has a whole team.”

“I saw.” Janette glanced over her shoulder. “We came alone. Dean’s picking us up in his stealth car. He’s the one who spotted the ambush.” She breathed as steadily as a track star as she ran. “He has some useful skills. Where’d you find him?”

“He found me.”

“What is his group’s agenda? They’ve barely told me anything.”

“They’re like that.”

She was fishing for information more clumsily than usual. She probably thought Logan was about to rescue her and Eliza from captivity, and she wanted to give them as much intel as possible on her captors.

I looked back and gasped. Logan was only a dozen paces behind us, marching implacably through the holiday crowds. Bridget and the rest of his team had exited the station and spread out, and they were closing in on us from several directions.

“They’re catching up!”

Janette slowed, and I nearly crashed into her. “He said he’d be here.”

We were a little more than halfway across the broad square. Countless footprints tracked through the snow, and a giant artificial Christmas tree rose from the center, lights twinkling in the snowfall. No sign of Dean.

I looked back again. Our pursuers seemed to realize I’d seen them and abandoned stealth, starting to run. I grabbed Janette’s arm. “We need to move.”

“But—”

“Go!”

Logan sprinted toward us, his legs churning like a combat bot’s. I tried to drag Janette along, fear lancing through me. We’d never outrun them.

Then rubber screeched, and the whine of an electric engine broke through the usual city noises. A matte-black stealth car disengaged from the nearest rail line and streaked across the square on its backup tires. People shouted and dove out of the way as the car plowed across the pedestrian space, careened around the Christmas tree, and skidded to a halt a few paces from Janette and me.

I recognized the car’s domed shape as the door slid open on silent runners. Dean leaned out, wearing a hand-knit Christmas sweater, and a potent mix of affection and relief exploded in my chest.

“Get in!” Dean shouted to us. “They’re right behind you!”

“We know!”

I raced toward him, Janette beside me. Heavy footsteps pounded after us, much too close. I could almost feel Logan’s breath on the back of my neck. He was going to catch me. I pumped my legs as fast as I could.

But not fast enough. Logan’s fingertips brushed my shoulder, grasping at my coat, catching in the fabric.

Dean threw himself forward to seize my arm and tried to haul me into the car. Logan’s fist tightened on my coat, and he yanked me backward. I teetered between the two men, my feet slipping on the icy pavement. For a moment, I thought they’d rip me in two.

Then Janette pivoted smoothly on her heel and drove her fist straight into Logan’s nose. It broke with a nasty crunch, and he released me, staggering back.

I twisted to stare at my batchmate, Dean still holding me up by the arm.

“What was that for?” Logan grunted, blood pouring from his nose. “It’s me, you idiot!”

“They have Eliza,” Janette said calmly.

“What are you talking about?”

“I have no choice.”

Before Logan could reply, Bridget reached us, and Janette turned to kick her in the belly, forcing her back. Bridget recovered quickly, and Janette had to dance out of the way to avoid her retaliating strikes, getting farther from the railcar.

As Janette and Bridget traded punches, Dean pulled me toward the stealth car, but I resisted, not wanting to leave without my batchmate. More agency goons were closing in on us.

“Hurry, Janette!” I shouted. “We have to go!”

Janette landed a kick to Bridget’s kneecap and dodged around her, trying to reach the car. She’d almost made it when Logan advanced to block her path.

“Eliza is dead,” he said bluntly.

Janette stopped short. “What?”

“They killed her, J.”

She stared at him, stunned. Before she could respond, one of Logan’s men caught up and hit her in the back of the head with his bio-Taser. Janette crumpled to the ground.

I cried out at the vicious blow, and Logan drew a sharp breath, as surprised as I was. He knelt to check on Janette, cradling her head with his giant hands.

“Time to go, Jane,” Dean said at my side. “More are coming.”

“I’m not leaving without her.” I twisted out of Dean’s grasp and ran at the man who’d clobbered Janette, who was reaching for a bundle of zip-ties. I planted my feet and kicked him in the groin as hard as I could. He dropped to the ground, wheezing.

Logan let go of Janette and lunged at me, but Dean whipped out a shock-Taser and fired, hitting him before he could grab me. Logan fell unconscious on the icy pavement. Dean fired more blasts at Bridget and the others, forcing them back from the stealth car.

More enemies were running toward us, firing their weapons, heedless of the innocent bystanders. Screams and Taser blasts rent the snowy air.

“Get her in the car!” Dean shouted. “I’ll hold them off.”

Grunting at Janette’s limp weight, I hauled her into the stealth car while Dean covered me. As soon as all our arms and legs were inside the vehicle, he zapped Logan once more and dove in after us.

“Drive!” Dean hollered.

The stealth car roared to life and peeled away from the agents. People darted out of the way as we streaked back to the rail line and skidded across three lanes before the rail wheels engaged. With a triumphant surge, the stealth car zipped into the flow of traffic.
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“Evasive maneuvers,” Dean ordered the car as he scrambled over Janette and me to reach the vehicle’s control panel.

The stealth car obeyed, and we entered a complicated interchange, skipping back and forth across the lines in a way that couldn’t possibly be legal. The rail wheels clicked and screeched, struggling to keep the vehicle upright. By the time we exited the roundabout, I had no idea which direction we were going.

“We have a tail. Maybe more than one.” Dean tapped instructions on the control panel—overriding the car’s safety features, if the lurching was any indication—and scanned the rear camera view for our pursuers.

“Can you lose them?”

“Working on it.”

While he focused on shaking the agency goons, I maneuvered into a kneeling position in the narrow floor space between the stealth car’s two seats, which faced each other. Assorted gadgets and consoles crowded the space, and the car smelled of bot oil and blood.

I helped a disoriented Janette sit up on the passenger seat. She groaned and touched the back of her head where Logan’s guy had hit her, and her fingertips came away red. The blow had been needlessly savage, given that the bio-Taser could have knocked her unconscious with minimal pain. I wondered if the guy had thought he was clobbering me, not Janette.

“Are you okay?” I pulled her head forward and examined her wound through her hair.

“Urgh,” she muttered. Her eyes looked unfocused, and blood dripped down her neck, staining the collar of her frock coat. “Been better.”

“First aid kit is under her seat,” Dean said, concentrating on driving.

“Thanks.”

The city flashed past in a gleaming white-and-silver blur. Snow was falling, obscuring everything but the two people inside the vehicle with me. I couldn’t believe we’d actually escaped. Well, we were still being chased, but I was confident Dean and his fancy car could outrun anyone.

After grabbing the first aid kit and a water bottle from the compartment under the second seat, I cleaned the blood from Janette’s head. Then I positioned her arm so she could press a fresh wad of gauze to her wound until the bleeding stopped. Moving around the cramped space was difficult, and she grumbled at me when I accidentally stepped on her toes.

Across the car, Dean was bleeding too. An older cut on his forearm, possibly from his fight with Rasheed, had broken open and was seeping through his sweater. A singe mark on his shoulder suggested he’d barely avoided a Taser wound.

I clambered across the stealth car and perched on the arm of Dean’s seat so I could tend his cut while he drove. His cheery Christmas sweater, which featured penguins in Santa hats, clashed with his focused expression. Still, I couldn’t help noticing how good he looked, with his honey-blond hair and gray-green eyes and adorable knitwear. It felt like we’d been apart for months, not weeks. Sitting close to him and holding his arm while I bandaged his wound made me a little breathless.

“Are you okay, Jane? Any injuries?” Dean kept his attention on the control tablet’s grid map, ever the professional. Bright icons on the screen showed all the vehicles on the rails around us. He’d identified two that were following us and turned their icons red.

“I’m fine.” I put the cap back on a tube of liquid bandage and wiped my hands on some spare gauze. “Sorry about the ambush.”

“I expected it.” Dean shot me a quick grin. “Heck of a diversion.”

Blushing at the memory of my screaming fit in the train station, I replied, “Thanks.”

We continued skipping rail lines and turning sharp corners in random directions. I held on to the back of Dean’s seat to keep from falling on him. Across the car, Janette swayed, looking nauseous. I hadn’t known rail vehicles could move so chaotically. It felt like a car chase from an old action movie.

“Did you actually come alone like you promised?” I asked Dean. “Or are some of your colleagues out there?”

“We came alone. I would have brought a team if I could.” A sheepish look crossed his face. “But I, uh, didn’t tell Vance we were coming.”

“Really?”

“He wouldn’t have agreed to risk losing Janette—or more specifically her implant, which he’s been studying. We’re lucky she’s returning with us.”

I glanced at Janette, who was pretending not to listen. “They really wanted her back. The doctor might have let me go without hassle if I hadn’t stolen a bunch of data.”

Dean raised an eyebrow. “Did you get what you went in for?”

“I think so.” I pressed my left arm close to my body, making sure the bead drive was still tucked under the band of my bra. “I haven’t had a chance to read the files yet.”

We turned onto a ramp that took us in a wide arc up to the highway. The red car icons on Dean’s screen fell farther behind then dropped off the map altogether. We’d lost them. I could breathe easily for the first time in days.

I peered out the window, searching for familiar landmarks in the snowy city. “Where are we going? A safe house?”

“Yes, though not the one you visited before.” He hesitated. “Vance’ll be pissed that I took this risk, even though it worked out. Brace yourself.”

“I’m not afraid of Vance.”

Dean chuckled. “I missed you, Jane.”

My cheeks flushed, and I became very aware that I was perched on the edge of his seat, inches from sitting on his lap. He smelled of snowfall and copper, and a few melted droplets glistened on his golden hair. “Thanks for coming for me.”

“I promised I would.”

He met my eyes intently, and my stomach somersaulted as though the car were still careening around corners. He had promised, but he’d also disappeared from my life before. The knowledge that he had my back now felt incredible, like filling up my belly with hot soup on a cold day.

I thought about telling him so or making some attempt to communicate what this rescue meant to me. Maybe I should just scoot off the chair arm and sit on his lap.

Before I could work up the nerve, Janette spoke, her timing as impeccable as usual. “Is what Logan said true?”

I sighed and turned to face her. “What?”

“Logan.” Her tone was flat. “He said Eliza is dead.”

I winced as chilly reality crashed between us. “She was about to kill me.”

Janette stared at me, her face pinched and bloodless. Her relationship with Eliza might be complicated with hurt and resentment, but this news clearly rattled her.

“I didn’t think you were capable of that,” she said at last.

I blinked, realizing she’d misunderstood and thought I had killed Eliza. I wasn’t sure whether to correct her. She already considered Dean enough of an enemy.

He spoke up before I could. “I fired the kill shot. I didn’t have time to check the settings on the weapon. It was the only way to stop her from killing Jane.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Janette asked icily.

“I’m just giving you the facts.”

She pressed her lips together so hard they went white, her hands curling into fists. Tension thickened in the stealth car, a lightning storm building. Dean looked calm, and I had to wonder how he felt about killing someone, even in defense of a friend. He’d treated the moment with brusque professionalism, which obscured his true feelings.

“You won’t get away with this,” Janette said. “I’ll personally make sure you pay for it.”

Dean inclined his head. “Understood.”

We drove in silence after that. A few tears brimmed in Janette’s eyes, and she wiped them away quickly. I wanted to comfort her, especially now that I knew more about her history with Eliza, but nothing I said would make her feel better. Besides, that woman had exploited Janette and the rest of our batchmates ruthlessly. I wasn’t sorry she was dead.

I shifted my attention to the city flying past the window. The snow smudged the skyscrapers, making it difficult to identify where we were going. It was finally sinking in that I’d escaped my sponsor’s headquarters with at least some of the information I needed. I touched the bead drive through my shirt. I must have a red, bead-shaped imprint in my skin by now.

As we drove onward, I closed my eyes and pictured the view from agency headquarters. The relative positions of the landmark skyscrapers, the angles of the surrounding rail lines, the details of the tiered tower. I’d have to look at a 3-D map to identify the exact location. With that, the infiltration mission would be a success.

Then all I’d have to do was figure out how to take down a massive decades-old government agency with more resources than some megacorporations. Yes, that’s all.

We left the highway and skated down into an area populated with low-rise buildings and blocky pod-stacks. Dean tapped the control console, and we zoomed in among the stacks, taking frequent turns, the traffic thinning around us. Only a handful of bots and pedestrians strolled down the raised sidewalk next to the rail line. Most people must be inside, celebrating the holiday.

“We’re almost to our biggest safe house,” Dean said. “It’s the closest thing we have to a headquarters.”

I pressed my face to the cold window for a better look. The neighborhood wasn’t nearly as busy as East Grid, where I’d lived for a year, and the pods appeared slightly more expensive. The occupants likely had modest jobs to supplement their basic income allowance and could afford a few luxuries. Their children would attend virtual school and rely on public medbot clinics for their healthcare, though.

We turned onto a single-lane rail and squeezed between two pod-stack foundations. I looked for identifying details, wanting to be able to find this place again. Both foundations supported residential pods in a style popular twenty years ago, which were starting to look dated. Snow lay thick on the rail between the stacks.

“Looks like no one has come down this lane lately,” I said.

“This rail isn’t connected to the grid,” Dean explained. “You can only enter the alley manually. We don’t want people wandering through and noticing our activities.”

He stopped the stealth car halfway down the alley. The wheels disengaged from the rail with a clunk, and multidirectional rubber tires descended from the chassis to take the vehicle’s weight. Dean entered a code on his gridwatch, and the side of a nearby pod-stack rolled open like a garage door.

A tunnel opened into the stack’s foundation like the throat of a giant concrete turtle. Snow drifted into it, glittering in the dim lights at the tunnel mouth.

“Welcome to the Vault.” Dean tapped the control console once more, and the stealth car rolled forward to enter the tunnel, sloping downward at a gradual angle. “Vance’s favorite hideout.”

I exchanged glances with Janette, nervous even though I trusted Dean. I had just escaped captivity and wasn’t excited about disappearing into yet another secure facility.

The door rolled shut behind us, cutting us off from the outside world.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN



The tunnel brought us to a low-ceilinged parking garage, and the stealth car slotted into a narrow berth. The dark shapes of other railcars loomed around us, most more ordinary than Dean’s high-tech vehicle.

“Stay close to me.” Dean opened the door and climbed out first, alert to his surroundings even though this was a safe house. “The place is a bit of a maze.”

I helped Janette out of the car, worried about her injured head, but she shook me off.

“Is this where you’ve been for the past two weeks?” I asked her as we followed Dean across the garage.

She shrugged dully. “I’ve been confined to my room, except when they were running tests on my implant.”

Her sullen tone made me wince. “I’m sorry about all this.”

She sniffed. “Are you?”

I touched the bead drive, that hot coal of hope. If those files truly contained the names and locations of the rest of our batchmates, I wasn’t sorry at all. Our sponsor had violated their privacy and their bodies, treating them as less than human. I was determined to give them the answers they must crave.

And I needed to find them soon. The NSCIA could probably figure out which files I’d taken, and they might consider decommissioning the Jane units to protect the agency. I couldn’t let that happen to any more of us.

The other files I’d stolen might explain what the agency’s non-Jane clone operatives did too. Were they also being used without their knowledge? Did they have surveillance implants, too, or exist for some other purpose, ostensibly for the good of New State? The program could be even bigger than I feared.

I would need help to stand against them. I hoped I’d find it right here in the Vault.

Dean led us through the underground garage, passing delivery vehicles, family people-movers, and even a police car. Transportation for all their corporate espionage needs. At the end of the row, he tapped a code into a keypad, and a door opened to reveal a small, creaky elevator.

We descended deep beneath the pod-stack, traveling at a lumbering pace. The elevator had an early-model atmosphere bot that played harpsichord music and smelled of jasmine.

“How far underground are we going?” I asked.

“About fifty feet.” Dean gestured upward. “The pod-stack with the parking level was built above a bomb shelter left over from the last war. We repurposed the shelter.”

The elevator lurched to a halt, and the doors creaked open. I tried to catch Janette’s eye to see how she was doing, both emotionally and because she’d just suffered a head injury, but she refused to look at me, folding her arms tightly around her body. We followed Dean into the Vault.

The last safe house I’d visited was a dank, windowless lair in the middle of a half-drowned skyscraper. I’d expected more derelict hallways and grim, moldering cells. This place was old and windowless, too, but it couldn’t feel more different.

The Vault had a main central hall, with corridors leading off in several directions. Massive electronic screens covered nearly every inch of the walls, both in the main hall and along the corridors. The screens showed moving images of city streets, rolling sand dunes, and storm-tossed seas, all carefully coordinated to give a sense of depth and space. Light, activity, and color filled the hall, making it feel larger than it was. I could hardly believe we were deep underground.

A brilliant crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, and high-quality flagstones paved the floors. Several low vintage couches occupied one corner of the main hall, and a kitchen featuring an early-model kitchbot enjoyed prominent placement near the elevator. Behind the marble countertop, a wall screen displayed the Tuscan countryside at sunset.

I gaped at the display. “What kind of a bomb shelter is this?”

Dean chuckled at my reaction. “The sort built by a claustrophobic billionaire who never wanted to feel like he was underground.”

“It’s working.” I peered down a corridor where the wall screens displayed a busy market scene, the doors artfully positioned to look like the entrances to the stalls. “How many rooms does this place have?”

“Enough for the team to rotate through when they’re not on missions. Most people who work for Vance live in ordinary pods with their families, but a handful of us use the safe houses as full-time quarters.”

“So this is your home?”

“Sometimes. Just as often I stay in the pod where I took you after you were injured at the implant factory.” He ran a hand through his hair, his brow furrowing. “I guess this is home enough. There’s a good workshop with all the tools I could ever want, and there are usually people around to talk to.”

It made me sad that Dean didn’t have a real home of his own. Everything he did, every roof he slept under and gadget he maintained, was directly tied to his employment with Vance. Getting out from under his thumb wasn’t easy. After Vance had refused to use the recording from Janette’s implant to take down Henry Ironside, Dean had finally decided to go against his orders. He’d been on the verge of striking out on his own at last—well, with me—to finally get justice for what Ironside did to his parents. In the end, Dean had been forced to ask for Vance’s help getting Janette away from Harbortown, landing him right back here.

The Vault didn’t seem too bad so far. It occurred to me that I had even less of a home than Dean did. Maybe I should see if Vance had been serious about offering me a job.

A handful of people sat on the couches at the back of the main hall, wearing clothes that could blend in under a variety of circumstances—a formal suit, two sets of dusty coveralls, and a high-fashion outfit that wouldn’t look out of place at a smash-rock rave. They watched curiously as the three of us crossed the hall, heading for a far corridor. Janette trailed behind Dean and me, walking as if in a trance.

“How many people are on Vance’s crew?” I asked. “Do you all know one another? Which ones were at the construction site the night you caught Victor Reid? Is he here too? And what is Vance planning to⁠—”

I noticed Dean looking at me, a grin tugging at his mouth.

“Sorry.” I blushed. “One question at a time.”

“It’s good to hear you sounding like yourself, actually.” He smiled, making my stomach twirl. “Let’s see: I don’t know how many people work for Vance as part-time contractors, but there are twenty-four of us on the main crew. Usually, we work in pairs or small teams, but more than a dozen of us were there that night.”

We fell silent as we passed the group on the couches, who’d noticed Janette and my identical faces and were leaning close to whisper to one another. Dean nodded at them, unfazed, and turned down a corridor leading away from the main hall. The wall screens featured historic landmarks, including some that had been destroyed during the last century.

“And Victor?” I prompted as we strode past a wall-screen video of the now-drowned Statue of Liberty.

“Yes, this is where we keep him. There are a few rooms that work as jail cells in a pinch.” Dean glanced at me. “Do you want to talk to him?”

“I’m not sure.” Victor might have information about Henry Ironside’s various schemes, but I didn’t particularly want to sit down for a chat with Janie’s murderer. It still bothered me that Vance had stopped us from bringing Victor to justice, though I supposed he was sort of in prison anyway. “Is Vance here?”

“I hope not,” Dean muttered. “There’ll be no hiding what I did today, but I’d rather not get a lecture on Christmas.”

He fell quiet as a pair of older women approached down the corridor. They looked like schoolteachers or digital archive curators. Both wore cozy cardigans and had silver in their hair, and one had an eye implant similar to the one my old teacher Dr. Zabinsky used to wear.

“Hi there, Dean,” the woman with the eye implant said warmly. “I didn’t know you were working today.”

“Had some extra things to catch up on.”

“Don’t forget to grab some pie from the kitchens,” said the other woman. “It’s better than usual this year.”

“Will do. Have either of you seen Vance?”

The silver-haired women exchanged knowing glances. “He’s still out, I think, dear.”

“Thanks.” Dean smiled politely. “Enjoy the rest of your Christmas.”

“You, too, honey.”

“Don’t forget that pie.”

As the women strolled away, I looked over my shoulder to watch them go—and make sure Janette was still with us. They appeared far too docile to work for Vance.

“Are all these people corporate spies?” I asked Dean when they were out of earshot. “Or mercenaries? Do you have an official job title?”

“Information specialists.”

“Huh.”

“Lots of people here don’t do field work,” he explained. “The computer techs and analysts are arguably more important than those of us who go out to gather intel.” Dean nodded in the direction the two older women had gone. “Those two spend most of their time in the field, though.”

“Really?”

He winked. “They’re deep undercover. Can’t say where.”

I grinned, enjoying this glimpse of Dean’s world, and couldn’t help noticing the parallels with the agency. These people also collected private information from their targets and used it for mysterious purposes, always for profit. But they didn’t use innocent clone babies to achieve their goals. As far as I was concerned, that made all the difference.

“We should get our stories straight before Vance returns.” Dean moved closer to me, bending down so we could speak quietly. “I told him we hid out in your dorm with Janette but not that we built a reader device to access her implant.”

“So he doesn’t know you got the recording of Mr. Ironside and the anti-cloners?”

“That’s right.” Dean glanced back at my batchmate. “Janette hasn’t told him either because I’ve been threatening her with Clementine’s safety.”

Janette was dragging her feet behind us, looking less alert to her surroundings than I’d ever seen her. Her condition worried me. She wasn’t even trying to eavesdrop.

“We can’t count on her keeping that secret anymore.”

“True.” Dean’s brow furrowed. “I doubt she’ll want to help Vance, but she might tell him what we did just to spite us.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her.” I lowered my voice further. “What did you do with the recording?”

“Sent it to Lavinia Bluestone, like you suggested. Your friend Sine helped me. Lavinia hasn’t released the information to the public yet. It’ll probably take a little time to get her gears lined up so she can maximize the damage to Iron Corp.”

I nodded, glad that part of our plan had succeeded despite everything. I hoped helping us wouldn’t get Sine in trouble. “When that news breaks, Vance might figure out we stole the recording.”

“Most likely.” Dean rolled his shoulders. “That’s why I’m not too worried about Janette telling him. He’ll find out eventually.”

“And when he does?”

“We might get kicked out. We can try to convince Vance he can still profit from the reveal, but we need to be ready to skip town if he takes it badly.”

“Understood.”

I hoped Lavinia wouldn’t break the news until after I’d found my other batchmates. The information about Henry Ironside’s collaboration with the anti-clone radical Solidarity would drop on Grid City like a bomb. That recording had the power to expose Solidarity’s hypocrisy, hamstring I-CAT’s anti-cloning movement, and bring Iron Corp to its knees. It needed to happen, but I hoped not while we were relying on Vance and his team’s resources.

It felt good to conspire with Dean again, even in the face of daunting odds. Before Janette’s extraction team interrupted us, we’d been so close to accomplishing something huge. The memory of those days hiding out in my dorm made my heart feel too big for my ribcage. I dared to believe we still had a chance.

We fell silent as a young Black guy entered the corridor from a side door and greeted Dean with a nod. I was pretty sure he was the hard-hat-wearing fellow who’d helped Dean wreck Mr. Ironside’s railcar. Without the hard hat, he was completely bald.

“Hey, Pat.”

“Dean. Couldn’t take a day off for once, could you?”

“It’s a problem,” Dean said mildly.

“You’ve got to take it easy, man. You—” Pat did a double take at the sight of Janette and me. “You look busy.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Catch you later, eh?”

Dean rolled his eyes and led the way around the next corner. We were quite far from the main hall now. The wall screens in this corridor showed a series of monasteries and temples built on snowy mountaintops around the world. One of them flickered erratically, and Dean hit a loose corner of the panel to fix it, making the picture steady at once.

We stopped at the second-to-the-last door at the end of the corridor. “This is you, Janette. I’ll send a medbot in to check your injuries.”

Janette roused herself from her trance enough to scowl at him. “You’re seriously putting me back in my cell after I helped you save Jane?”

“Temporarily. We have to work out what to do with you.”

“Send me home.” She rounded on me. “You don’t want to keep me prisoner forever, do you? Isn’t that counter to your whole ‘give our batch autonomy’ thing?”

“You can’t just go back.” Despite everything I knew about Janette, I was surprised that was what she wanted. “They’ll decommission you for sure.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Doc sure seemed to think it was a possibility. And Logan and his goons almost killed you.”

A hint of uncertainty entered Janette’s voice. “He wouldn’t.”

“Who? The man who’s worked for the agency for decades or the one whose team almost bashed in your skull?”

Janette stared at me, her mouth flattening. Now that Eliza was dead, she seemed less confident the agency would take her back. The hint of vulnerability in her eyes made me sad. I wanted better for her.

Dean cleared his throat, cutting through the awkward silence. “We’ll work something out. I need to talk to Jane privately.” He tapped his gridwatch against the door, and it opened to reveal a bedroom clearly meant for children, with a brightly painted bunkbed and characters from an old cartoon frolicking on the wall screen. An en suite bathroom was visible through a second door, and a conveyer-belt exercise pad was built into the floor, also decked out in cheery colors.

“This doesn’t look so bad.” I peered around the little bedroom. “It’s better than a dank cell with rats and⁠—”

“It’s fine.” Janette stalked inside, shoving me with her shoulder as she passed. She slammed the door in Dean’s face before he had a chance to shut her inside.

“Good to see you two getting along.”

Dean sighed. “I’m surprised she didn’t try to cut my throat when we were on our way to get you. I think she genuinely wanted to help you.”

“We’re friends, whether she wants to admit it or not.” I didn’t particularly want to talk about Janette, feeling guilty about what had happened to Eliza—or at least about the way it affected my batchmate. I cared about her too.

I studied the other doorways on the corridor, with their peaceful mountain scenes and locks secured with keypads. “Are these all prison cells?”

“They’re bedrooms, but yes, we can lock people up in them.” Dean nodded at the door next to Janette’s at the very end of the corridor. “That’s Victor’s room.”

“Seriously? He’s in there now?”

It felt surreal to be so close to Janie’s murderer after all this time. I wondered what Vance had learned from him. Victor had been here so long that his intel must be going stale. He might not even know about Mr. Ironside’s collaboration with Solidarity and I-CAT.

“Is Vance planning to keep him here forever?”

“I don’t know.” Dean rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “He comes here to talk regularly, but if Victor actually tells him anything useful, Vance doesn’t share it with us. Sometimes we hear them shouting at each other through the walls, but Vance never misses a visit.”

“Batchmate relationships can be complicated.”

Dean smiled. “I’m beginning to see that.”

“What did you want to talk about without Janette hearing?” I asked. “And can you lend me a device that’ll read a bead drive? I need to see if I actually got the information I went to all that trouble for.”

“In a minute.” Dean took my arm and drew me away from the prison cells. “Let’s go this way.”

He led me to another corridor, which wound farther from the Vault’s central hall. The place really was a maze, with many intersecting corridors and doors camouflaged by wall screens. The images moved and changed, and though some corridors had themes, like the mountaintop monasteries, it would be easy to get lost among the shifting scenes.

We entered a narrower corridor where the wall screens showed a field of flowers on one side and a towering forest on the other. Birds flitted through the scenery, and a silent wind rustled the plants, creating a sense of movement and life so realistic I was surprised I couldn’t feel the breeze on my cheek.

The colorful images overloaded my senses after my long stint inside the agency. The screens were too bright, more real than the real world. My head spun as Dean drew me along the corridor by the arm.

As we walked, his expression became grim and focused, and I wondered if he was mad at me for some reason. We’d been getting along, and no one was shooting at us anymore. So why did he look like he was marching into battle?

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Where are we⁠—”

“This is far enough.” He scanned our surroundings, making sure we were alone with the flashing, lurid light.

Then, quite suddenly, he pulled me toward him, caught my chin in his hand, and leaned down to kiss me.

The touch of his lips startled me for one still, glorious instant.

His mouth moved against mine as he angled for a deeper kiss, and an electric shock went straight through me. I kissed him back, pressing my mouth to his, grasping his arms, his shoulders, any part of him I could reach. His pulse beat against my fingertips, and I could have sworn my heart left my body to hover among the ceiling lights.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. We’d been through so much together, been interrupted so many times, and we were finally, finally alone.

Dean pushed me back against the nearest wall screen and buried his hands in my hair, still kissing me like it might be his only chance. So many sensations twirled through me that I could burst. The humming electric pane warmed my back, and colored light poured over us in a psychedelic cascade.

Dean’s tongue brushed questioningly at my bottom lip, and I drew in a sharp breath.

He released me, a little breathless himself, and leaned his hand on the wall next to my head, looking down at me. The lights from the wall screen glowed on his hair and made his eyes shine. He didn’t say anything, and his focused gaze made my toes curl.

I tried to think of a quip, something to break the intensity of the moment. But I had nothing in my head but the heat of the kiss and a vague sense of yes and also more.

Wrapping my arms around Dean’s neck, I pulled him in for another kiss.

This time the kiss was slower, sweeter. I didn’t know how many seconds it lasted, but it wasn’t enough. Then Dean’s gridwatch buzzed, and he pulled back reluctantly to glance at the screen.

“Vance is back. He wants to see us.”


CHAPTER
TWELVE



“There’s good news and bad news, kid.” Vance folded his arms and studied me over his desk—a surprisingly mundane one outfitted with a single-screen computer and a utilitarian touchpad.

I was surprised he had a desk at all. I’d assumed Vance’s office would feature a giant screen grid with feeds from a hundred surveillance cameras. Either that or an old-school detective’s pin board with strings connecting all the intel he collected for his clients. Instead, the office was clean and minimalist, with walnut furniture and abstract prints on the walls. I sat on a hard chair in front of the desk, like a kid in the principal’s office.

“Can I get the good news first?”

“You weren’t followed, so you’ll be safe in the Vault,” Vance said, his voice rough thanks to the scar mangling his vocal cords. He scratched his throat. When he saw me watching, he zipped up the collar of his fleece jacket to cover the jagged line. “Since you didn’t bring trouble to my doorstep, I’ll let you hide out for now.”

“Thank you.” I shifted in my seat and glanced over at Dean. He stood by the door with his back against the wall, managing to look professional despite his cozy penguin sweater.

I flushed at the memory of our kiss. My lips still tingled like they’d received an electric shock.

Concentrating on Vance was difficult, but I leaned forward and asked, “What’s the bad news?”

“Your performance in Grid Central Station hit the feeds.” He tapped his touchpad and spun the desk screen so I could see an amateur video of myself hollering about murderers in the middle of the holiday travel rush. Someone stepped in front of whoever was recording just before Janette swooped out of nowhere to take my arm. By the time the head moved out of the way, she was talking our way past the security clones.

Vance hit Pause. “You and your batchmate were seen acting highly erratic in a public place. You delivered a tidy little Christmas present to the anti-cloners.”

I blinked, tearing my gaze from the screen, which had frozen just as Janette and I made exactly the same relieved expression. “The anti-cloners? Why?”

“I-CAT have picked up on the fact that you’re clones,” Vance rasped. “They’ve recently shifted their strategy to emphasizing how dangerous and unpredictable clones can be.”

“I thought they wanted to help clones.”

“They want to end industrial-scale cloning. They’re more than willing to appeal to ignorant types to get the job done. You’ll be seeing your faces right alongside the Toxic Triplets before long.”

“But we weren’t hurting anyone!”

“You think it matters? People are spooked, kid. Any clone who steps a foot out of line right now is confirming all their deepest fears.”

I winced. My actions would fit right into the out-of-control-clone narrative. I hadn’t been able to follow the news for weeks, and it had never occurred to me I could harm other clones by screaming bloody murder in public. I’d probably endangered my other batchmates by putting their faces on the feeds too.

“Have there been more I-CAT bombings?” I asked, feeling chastened.

Vance shook his head. “The Toxic Triplets are getting all the airplay now. Looks like I-CAT got the conversation going, and now the Triplets are escalating the stakes.”

I pictured the Toxic Triplets at the ill-fated Ironside yacht party wearing hazmat suits and jet packs, shouting about a clone uprising. My eyes watered at the memory of the haze of poisonous fumes that had billowed across the yacht.

The Triplets had formed a partnership with Henry Ironside and Solidarity, the elusive leader of the Industrial Cloning Abolition Team, and they seemed to be on a mission to make clones look bad. I didn’t know what the Triplets were getting out of it, though.

“What have they been doing?”

“Screaming about a clone revolution, mostly.” Vance gave an annoyed snort and drummed his fingers on his desk. “Most clones have the good sense not to listen to their garbage, but a few have reportedly abandoned their employers. Those yahoos are hurting their own people. Clones are getting hassled and beaten up in the rougher parts of town. It’ll only get worse.”

“You’d think the Triplets would want to prevent attacks against other clones, not turn the world against us.” I scooted my chair forward eagerly. “What are we going to do about them?”

Vance arched a sculpted eyebrow. “We?”

“You’re a clone too. Doesn’t this worry you?”

“Lots of things worry me, but the fate of random clones isn’t my priority.” Vance pushed back the sleeves of his fleece, which was ivory and complemented his ice-blue eyes and bronze skin. “I’m a busy man.”

“What are you working on?” I studied his office’s simple furnishings. It was the only room I’d encountered in the Vault so far that didn’t have wall screens. The faint scent of cinnamon drifted in the air. “Does it have anything to do with the recording you got from Janette? And are you still keeping tabs on the Ironsides?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

“But—”

Vance raised a hand to silence me. “Your best option is to lie low until the feeds move on from your cute little outburst. It’s for your own good.”

I glanced at Dean, who still leaned against the wall, listening impassively, then cleared my throat. “Are you going to keep me prisoner?”

Vance barked a laugh. “I’m offering you safety, kid. You’ll want to keep off the streets for a while anyway after you kicked the hornet’s nest. Your sponsor is probably trying to hunt you down.”

“But I have things I need to do!”

“They’ll have to wait.” I started to object again, but he raised a hand to stop me. “Trust me. It’s always smart to see where the dust settles while you plan your next move.”

I felt impatient to keep moving, but he had a point about letting the dust settle. Also, I’d been through a lot lately and could use some real rest in a safe place. It had taken me eighteen years to find my batchmates. They could wait a few more days. “Okay. Thank you for letting me stay.”

“Don’t mention it.” Vance reached into his desk drawer and tossed me a small electric key fob. “That’s programmed for a room on the same corridor as your batchmate’s. You can have the run of the Vault, but don’t go wandering around outside, or you could compromise our secret entrances.”

“Got it.”

“We have good signal jammers, so don’t bother trying to message anyone outside either.”

I immediately thought of Sine and Isaac, who had no idea what had become of me. Though I wanted to talk to them both, I had bigger things to worry about right now. “I can’t message anyone anyway. I don’t have a gridwatch.”

Vance narrowed his eyes, as though he suspected I was lying.

“It’s the truth. I don’t suppose you could help me get a new one?”

“We’ll see about that in a few days.” Vance wiped an invisible speck of dust off his desk. “In the meantime, I have questions about your sponsor. You’ll tell me everything you learned about them.”

“Oh, I⁠—”

“Seems like a fair trade for my hospitality, doesn’t it?”

“But I⁠—”

His tone darkened. “Doesn’t it?”

I nodded, figuring there was no point in explaining that I actually wanted to tell him all about my sponsor. I couldn’t take down an organization as powerful as the NSCIA by myself. It might be smart to let Vance think I was paying him back with the information, though. “Okay. I’ll tell you what I learned.”

“Good. That’s settled.” Vance slapped his desk, making me jump. “We’ll talk in detail when I have more time. Right now, I need a word with Dean. Can you find your own way to your room?”

I twisted in my seat a bit. “Uh, I’m not sure.”

We’d passed the monastery corridor again on the way to Vance’s office, and I remembered the route, but I hoped Dean would offer to escort me. I, for one, didn’t think we were done kissing. But when I caught his eye, he shook his head regretfully.

“Yeah, I guess I can find it.”

Vance fixed me with a hard stare. “Don’t make me regret taking you in, Jane. And remember: no field trips. Can’t have you attracting more attention than you already have.”

“Understood. And thanks again for your help.” I put the key fob in my pocket and left the office, meeting Dean’s eyes briefly as I passed.

He winked then resumed his stoic expression, probably bracing for his Christmas lecture from Vance.

Leaving them to it, I walked back through the winding corridors to the one bedecked in snowy mountains. I needed to rest and regroup before my next move, but I couldn’t stay long. If my face was truly all over the feeds, my batchmates could be in danger.

I found the room Vance had assigned me at the start of the corridor. The wall screen was broken, a large crack marring one corner, but the room had a full-sized bed and grownup decor. I wondered if they’d put Janette in that kids’ room to irritate her.

Linens were stacked on the bare mattress, but after my wild day, I was too sleepy to make the bed. I showered in the cramped bathroom, flopped on top of the folded sheets, and fell asleep before my hair was dry.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



Despite my worries about Vance holding me prisoner, when I awoke the next day, I could open the door without prying up any hinge pins. An assortment of soft casual clothes was folded neatly outside my room, meaning I wouldn’t have to wear the same outfit as the day before. I felt a burst of gratitude that Dean was looking out for me.

I got dressed, feeling fully rested if a little sore from my mad dash across the train station. By now, the Taser wounds had faded to shiny red stars on my chest and belly. I put the sapphire bead drive in my pocket and left Janette’s lavender coat in my room, excited about the chance to explore the Vault.

I retraced my steps from the night before, peeking down wall-screen-lined corridors and getting my bearings in the mazelike Vault. I returned to the main hall with the crystal chandelier, which seemed to be the team’s central living area.

Dean sat at the kitchen counter in the far corner. When he saw me, he leaped to his feet, nearly knocking over his stool. “Jane! Hi!”

“Hi.”

We stared at each other, blinking like freshly minted puppy bots. Now that we’d finally kissed, I wasn’t sure if we should always greet each other that way. Dean had clearly been waiting for me, but he didn’t seem to know what to do next either.

My stomach growled, reminding me I’d barely eaten yesterday. Dean’s mouth twitched in amusement at the sound.

I coughed to cover a second growl. “Save any breakfast for me?”

Dean started. “Breakfast! Right. You must be starving. I’ll get you something.” He strode to the kitchbot, seeming relieved to have a concrete task. “You slept for over ten hours, and everyone else has already eaten and gotten on with their work. Do you like oatmeal? This thing doesn’t do bagels.”

“Oatmeal sounds perfect.” I eased myself onto one of the high stools while he prepared my breakfast.

As he operated the kitchbot, Dean relaxed, telling me about the clunky machine and the problems they’d had with it. He was always happiest when working with his gadgets, and the we-finally-kissed shyness soon melted away.

The kitchbot produced a bowl of piping-hot oatmeal topped with rehydrated berries. Dean made us both cups of coffee and leaned his elbows on the counter across from me to chat while I ate. “I have to head out for a job soon. I’m sure you’ll need time to recover from your ordeal. Can I get you anything before I go?”

“Actually, yes.” I took the sapphire bead drive out of my pocket. “Vance said I’m not allowed to message anyone, but can I use a fab-tab or something to access this bead drive?” I rolled it across the counter between us. “I’m dying to know if it has the information I need.”

“So no recovery time for you, eh?”

“Not when I’m this close.”

He nodded in understanding. “I’ll get you set up with a computer after breakfast. Our data analysts usually work out of the Vault, and we have a super-secure Internet connection that’ll allow you to look stuff up without your sponsor getting wind of it.”

“Good thinking. The agency is probably just waiting for me to pop my head out of the ground like a gopher.”

He grinned. “Don’t worry. We’ve got all your cyber-spying needs covered.”

“Brilliant.” I waved my oatmeal spoon around the Vault, indicating its optical illusion wall screens and glittering chandelier. “This place has everything, doesn’t it? Secure Internet. Signal jammers. Scenic views.”

“The original owner put a lot of money into the place, especially for security, both physical and cyber. That’s why Vance chose it as our headquarters.”

“Who was the owner?”

“One of those eccentric tech mogul types.” Dean grabbed a spoon from behind the counter and stole a bite of my oatmeal. “He became deeply paranoid after the last war and made this place into a virtual fortress to prepare for the next one.” Dean reached for another spoonful. “We haven’t had a war since.”

“Whoa. What happened to him?”

“Choked to death on a bite of vat meat when he was eating alone one night.”

I set down my spoon. “Seriously?”

Dean shrugged. “That’s the legend. He didn’t have any heirs. The people who took over his company weren’t nearly as concerned about impending airstrikes and found this place’s out-of-the-way location inconvenient. They technically still own it, but they think it’s a derelict pit.”

“How did you find it?”

“One of our people was investigating the company that installed the original wall screens. He came across the old records and decided to see if it was still down here. Vance refurbished the place discreetly.”

I wondered where he’d gotten the money for such a project. Digging up dirt on the rich and powerful must pay well.

“It’s a neat hideout.” The image of Tuscany behind the counter flickered, and I thought about Dean pressing me back against the wall screen when he kissed me yesterday. I cleared my throat. “What do you mean by out-of-the-way location? Aren’t we still in Grid City?”

“On the outskirts. The trip from Central doesn’t take that long, but it’s a pain if you’re in a hurry. We have safe houses all over town for when it’s not convenient to escape here.”

“Makes sense.” I stirred my oatmeal thoughtfully. “Speaking of escapes, do you have a good 3-D grid map? I got a look at the buildings surrounding my sponsor’s headquarters from the rooftop. I want to work out where it is.”

“Sure. I can help with that later, and I want to hear all about what you learned in there. Unfortunately, I have to leave soon. Vance needs me out in the field.”

I realized Dean was wearing a moldering brown coat, fingerless gloves, and stained baggy trousers. He’d even left his light stubble unshaved. “Is he punishing you for coming for me?”

“Either that, or he’s just being a jerk because he knows how much I—” Dean flushed to his ears. “He knows I was worried about you.”

“Oh. Not too worried, I hope.”

Dean met my eyes with a directness that made my stomach flutter. “When I didn’t hear from you for so long, I thought you were dead. That I’d lost you.” His voice roughened. “I couldn’t stand that I’d helped you get into such a risky situation, especially because you were the one going into danger, not me.”

I took his hand and gripped it tightly. “I was the only one who could have gone in there. And you didn’t lose me.” My throat constricted, and I wished I could convey a hurricane’s worth of feelings in a few words. “Thank you for having my back.”

“Anytime, Jane,” he said. “I mean that.”

We looked at each other, hands clasped, feeling the importance of the moment. Whatever happened next with the agency and Vance and all the rest, we were in this together.

All too soon, Dean’s gridwatch buzzed, and he glanced at the time. “I’d better set you up with a computer. I need to get going.”

I released his hand reluctantly and went to rinse my oatmeal bowl in the sink. “Will you be back tonight?”

“Yes. I’ll give you a proper tour. I want to show you my workshop.”

“Sounds fun.”

We smiled at each other. I hoped “give you a proper tour” was a euphemism for “kiss you senseless again,” but I couldn’t get too distracted. I had an important task ahead of me.

Dean showed me to the computer lab, which was much smaller and more cramped than the big server room up at NSCIA headquarters. The wall screens displayed lines of code and symbols instead of pictures of the outside world. A man with grizzled features and wrist braces typed away at a touchpad connected to one of the wall screens. He nodded to Dean before returning his attention to his work.

“Normally, it’s busier in here,” Dean said as he led me to a desk screen across the room from his colleague. “Most people are with their families for the holidays.”

“Oh. Will you be able to visit your mom?” Dean’s mother was in prison on bogus charges because she’d exposed Henry Ironside for illegally surveilling his employees.

Dean hesitated. “I normally go on Christmas Day, but I had to cancel.”

I winced. “Because you were rescuing me.”

“She’ll understand. I’ll go tomorrow if Vance gives me a chance.”

Dean pulled out a chair for me and typed a password into the touchpad to wake up the computer. Then he used his fingerprint to open a secure portal on the screen. “This’ll keep your data separate from the team’s system,” he said quietly so his colleague couldn’t hear. “Vance might try to make you give him the drive, but you should take a look at what’s on it first.” He paused. “You might not want to tell him everything you learned in case you can use some of it as a bargaining chip later.”

“I was thinking the same thing. He doesn’t do anything for nothing, does he?”

“No, he doesn’t.”

I gave Dean the bead drive, feeling an electric jolt as our hands touched.

Focus, Jane. I was about to learn important and potentially life-changing information about my lost batchmates. That was what I should be thinking about, not whether Dean was going to kiss me goodbye when he left.

He dropped the bead drive into the console and opened the files on the screen, revealing the Jane file and the others I’d managed to copy over—Anne, Beatrice, George.

“What’s in those?” Dean asked, reading the names over my shoulder.

“Information about other clone models, I think. I’m not sure what they do, but there’s a good chance they have implants too.” I thought of Anna’s speed and strength in the sparring match. “Some might have functions other than surveillance.”

Dean gave a low whistle. “This is a goldmine.” He glanced over at his colleague and lowered his voice further. “Do you know what you could do with that kind of information, Jane? What you could ask for in exchange for keeping this secret?”

“All I want is to protect my batchmates. They could be killed because I stole this.”

“I understand.” He gripped my shoulder briefly. “I’d better go. Don’t try to send any messages or search for anything you don’t want Vance to know about. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” I reached up to touch his hand, but he’d already removed it.

Dean strode across the cramped computer room, nodded at his colleague, and disappeared through the door. I smothered a twinge of disappointment that he couldn’t stay. He had a job to do, and so did I.

I turned my attention to the screen, took a deep breath, and at long last, opened the Jane file.

Inside were eight folders labelled with variations of my name, each with a status indication.

1 - Janine ‘Janie’ Davies – deceased

2 - Janette Hart – active, status change pending

3 - Janet Forest – decommissioned

4 - Jayna Quinn – active

5 - Janelle Hunt – missing

6 - Jean Horn – decommissioned

7 - Joan ‘Sully’ Sullivan – active

8 - Jane Doe – inoperative

I read the list three times, slowly taking in the information. Two of my batchmates had been decommissioned—murdered—after their missions failed or completed. One, Janie, was dead at Victor Reid’s hands. Three were still active, but Janette was in danger of having her status switched from active to—presumably—decommissioned. I was the inoperative one, the thorn in their side.

One girl, Janelle Hunt, was listed as missing. How had she escaped beyond the agency’s reach? Had she been caught spying, like Janie, and locked away somewhere? Had she figured out what she was and fled on her own terms? I hoped her file would offer some clues.

I chewed my lip, hardly knowing where to start. I was curious what the agency had recorded about me, but I decided to open the files for the two active girls first. At that very moment, they were spying on their families and loved ones, reporting every private conversation or action without realizing how it might compromise them. More importantly, they might be in danger thanks to my recent indiscretions.

I held my breath and tapped the first file. Inside were dozens of individual documents, each neatly labelled. I scanned the list of file names, relieved I wouldn’t have to figure out yet another code. As I read, my heart began to pound.

Vital documents. Adoption records. School transcripts.

This was it, the treasure trove I’d hoped for. The files were packed with useful information, from ID cards to reports written by the girls’ teachers to details about their families. No specifics about their targets or mission objectives were included, and I suspected those details were stored elsewhere on the agency computer system. But this was more than enough to get me started. My fingertips tingled, and I felt buzzy with excitement and relief as I read on.

The files seemed to exist primarily as background information, and I ventured a guess that their purpose was to bring new handlers up to speed before they took over Jane-unit management duty. I didn’t see the names of the handlers themselves yet, but I had a lot of files to dig through.

For now, I zeroed in on the most important details—my batchmates’ current locations.

Joan Sullivan was the only one living in Grid City, but she had moved around frequently throughout her childhood. The location log listed seven home addresses in the past ten years, most outside of New State.

Intrigued, I opened her family file and learned that her adoptive mother had died and her adoptive father was a general in the New State Army. That explained the frequent moves—and possibly why the agency had placed a surveillance clone in the family in the first place. Her father must be the primary target.

Interesting. Doc had insisted the NSCIA existed to keep the powerful tycoons in check. But if they could control them, why not important military officers too? I’d suspected the agency wasn’t as altruistic as Doc claimed, and this might be evidence that my theory was correct.

I noted Joan Sullivan’s home address in North Quadrant and the name of her cluster school—she was a senior in high school, one year behind me. She must have lost a year amid her frequent moves.

I wasn’t sure I could really consider myself a college freshman anymore anyway. What were the chances I’d ever set foot in another Harbortown University class? Even though I’d spent most of my time at HU obsessing over Janette, I’d enjoyed being a student. The classes were interesting, the campus was beautiful, and I’d begun making friends with people who had no connection to Janie Davies, like Collette Frederickson and Moshe Kaplan. Those friendships never really had a chance to deepen, though.

My chair creaked as I shuffled through more documents, feeling a pinch of regret over what I’d left behind and the normal life I’d never get to lead.

My classmates would return from winter break soon and settle back into their dorms. When I didn’t show up, they might wonder what had happened to me, but we hadn’t known each other long enough for them to worry too much. They’d probably assume I couldn’t handle the academics and had dropped out. My roommate, Veronica, for one, wouldn’t miss me.

And what about Isaac? We’d parted on bad terms, and when Lavinia Bluestone finally got around to releasing the recording of Henry Ironside, Isaac would know I was responsible. I wanted to hold Mr. Ironside accountable for his schemes, but the fallout was bound to affect my friend.

I wished I could reach out to Isaac, if only to warn him that his roommate, Rasheed, worked for the agency now. Isaac still didn’t have the privacy he deserved, even without a Jane unit in his life.

But I couldn’t worry about him right now. I forced Isaac from my mind and focused on memorizing as much information about my batchmates as possible. I wouldn’t put it past Vance to take the bead drive from me as soon as he found out it existed.

After learning the important details in Joan Sullivan’s life, I opened the file for the second active clone, Jayna Quinn. She lived in the country of United West, much farther away than I’d expected. Doc had claimed the agency focused on the powerful people in New State. Why had they sent a surveillance clone to the other side of the continent, especially to United West, which was generally considered our strongest ally?

I was becoming less sure that Doc had told me the full truth about the agency’s purpose and extent.

Jayna Quinn’s address was in the Nevada sector, just outside New Vegas. A closer read of the file revealed that she hadn’t always resided out west. Until her eighteenth birthday last May, Jayna had lived on a Cloneworks campus. She’d grown up at Fillmore, which was west of Grid City, near the border New State shared with the Republic of America, the country made up of the old heartland states.

I couldn’t recall meeting any other clones from Fillmore Campus. Still, my method of asking other Cloneworks kids if they’d ever seen anyone like me could have led me to Jayna if things had turned out differently.

I was surprised she’d lived at Cloneworks for so long. Jane units were supposed to spend enough time there to hone their curiosity and develop a deep determination to find out where they came from. But they were eventually supposed to take up roles where they could gather useful information. Maybe Jayna Quinn’s especially long stint at Cloneworks had prepared her for a special job.

I would have to interrupt her. I needed to tell these girls they were being used as recording devices. They could decide what to do with the information.

Tapping my fingers on the desk, I realized I wasn’t entirely sure I meant that. Janette had wanted to continue working for the agency, and I was actively preventing her from returning to them.

That’s justified. She didn’t know how badly she was being exploited. She probably couldn’t continue her work anyway. The agency might decide to shut down the Jane program entirely.

I studied Joan Sullivan and Jayna Quinn’s contact information, wondering if I could get past Vance’s security system to message them with the whole story. There was a good chance they wouldn’t believe me. It would be better to have this conversation face-to-face. I’d start with Joan Sullivan as soon as Vance let me leave the Vault.

In the meantime, there was another batchmate I needed to talk to. I wanted to convince Janette she was better off helping me than returning to the agency. Knowing more about her background might help me get her to see things my way.

I opened Janette’s file and started reading.


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN



Dean still hadn’t returned by dinnertime, so I asked his colleague Pat to let me into Janette’s cell. He was in his late twenties, had an easygoing personality, and was quick to tease me when I asked when Dean would be back.

“As fast as humanly possible now that you’re here.”

“What? You think he likes me or something?”

Pat chuckled. “The kid works too hard. See if you can get him to take it easy for once, yeah?”

We headed for Janette’s room, chatting like we’d known each other for ages. He confirmed that he had indeed been the one in the hard hat the day I first met Dean. He told me they’d barely escaped after smashing up Mr. Ironside’s railcar. “Vance was not happy about that. We got bad intel. Had no idea you would be inside.”

“To be fair, I didn’t either.”

“You’ve got to tell me that story sometime. Here you go.” Pat used a keycode to disengage the lock on Janette’s door. “I’ll be back in half an hour to let you out. Vance said it was okay for you to talk to her, right?”

“Yes,” I lied smoothly. The door to Victor Reid’s room caught my eye. “Do you have the code for that room too?”

“Sorry. Vance doesn’t want us talking to Victor.”

“At all?”

“He’s the only one who’s been in there since we brought the clone here.” Pat frowned at the door for a moment then shook his head and turned back to me. “I was at the Forester construction site last year, too, you know, when you helped us catch him.”

“Didn’t recognize you without the stealth gear.”

Pat ran a hand over his shiny pate. “We all thought it was a serious win for the Iron Corp job, but Vance has kept whatever he’s learned from ol’ Vic in there to himself. You’d think he’d make better use of him, even if they are batchmates.”

“I’ve never thought Vance was the sentimental type.” I wrinkled my forehead. “Do you think he’s protecting Victor?”

Pat shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be that kind of sentiment.” He held open Janette’s door for me. “Holler if she gives you trouble.”

“Thanks.”

I entered the children’s bedroom and found Janette jogging on the exercise pad’s conveyor belt. A medbot idled in the corner, but her head injury must not be too bad if she was going for a run. She must have heard me talking to Pat, but she didn’t acknowledge my presence until the door closed and locked behind me.

Sweat dripping down her temples, she slowed the belt to a walking speed. “Thought you’d be here earlier.”

“I was busy.” I sat on the bottom bunk, which Janette had made neatly, tucking in the corners of the bright-yellow blanket with military precision. “How are you feeling?”

“The medbot gave me something for my head.”

“I don’t mean physically.” I took a deep breath. “I know you and Eliza were close once, and she⁠—”

Janette slapped the off button on the exercise belt with more force than necessary. “I’m not talking about her with you.”

“Who else is there? Like it or not, I understand how complicated things were between you two. I’m so sorry that⁠—”

“Sorry?” Janette interrupted coldly. “It’s your fault she’s dead.”

“No, it’s not.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “The agency has been maneuvering us like puppets for our entire lives. Sure, I tried to get you out, but it’s not my fault she broke into my dorm and tried to kill me.”

“You got Dean and these crooks involved.” Janette waved at the locked door. “It might seem like they’re helping you out, but do you even know what their objectives are?”

I hesitated, remembering what Pat had said about Vance keeping everyone away from Victor. The team had clients who paid for the secrets they uncovered, but I worried Vance had objectives of his own. It was strange that he wasn’t using Victor’s intel or keeping his promises to Dean.

“Dean wants to help me,” I said, sure of that, at least. “He wouldn’t have shot Eliza if she weren’t about to kill me.”

Janette’s mouth tightened. “Again: your fault.”

I sighed. Talking about Eliza wouldn’t get us anywhere. “Listen, Doc explained the agency’s history to me. Do you know all about it?”

“What exactly did he tell you?”

I detected a hint of curiosity in her tone, even though she was trying to remain detached. “He told me about McCormick from Cloneworks developing the surveillance implants and how the technology got on a congresswoman’s radar. He says she founded the NSCIA to keep the overpowered tycoons in check.”

I watched Janette’s face for reactions in case what he’d told me wasn’t true—or at least wasn’t the same as whatever he’d told her. But she turned away and went in to the bathroom. I heard the tap running as she filled a glass of water.

“He claimed the agency is still a New State government entity,” I called after her, “but he wouldn’t say who actually decides how to use the intel. I just learned one of our batchmates lives with a general in the New State military. Why are they spying on people inside their own military, if their goal is to benefit New State?”

Janette kicked her shoes out of the bathroom. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“You can’t ignore my questions forever.”

“Watch me.”

“Janette—”

She reappeared in the bathroom doorway, the flare of anger in her eyes startling me into silence. “I’m not helping you. Why can’t you get that through your head?”

“Because I don’t understand why. Do you believe in their mission that much? Is it because you don’t want to betray Doc and Logan and the rest of them?” I stood and faced her dead on. “Explain it to me like I’m as dumb as you think I am.”

She snorted then glanced around the room, her mouth tightening. “Fine. I was on track for a fascinating mission with the Ironsides. It was a more important role than I could ever have dreamed of after my last mission went sour. The job was going to be crucial and challenging in all the best ways, and I’ll never get another chance like it.” She took a step forward. “You ruined my life, Jane. And you still have the gall to act like you did me a favor.”

I hesitated at her raw anger. But after reading her file until my eyes ached, I wasn’t willing to capitulate.

“I don’t believe your life was as great as you claim. I saw your file. You were devastated when your first family learned about the implant and kicked you out. Eliza took you under her wing and gave you some training. You did well on shorter missions and earned praise for your work. It must have felt like you finally had a family, a place in the world.” I paused, not feeling good about throwing her suffering in her face. “But you were destroyed all over again when Eliza left to become Janie’s handler.”

Reading the dry descriptions of her reaction to that event had made me want to cry. Or set something on fire. “They were only ever using you as a tool. You don’t owe them anything.”

Janette’s face closed up. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I know those experiences hurt you. It would hurt all over again if you got in with the Ironsides only for them to realize who you are years later. So tell me: did I actually ruin your life, or did the agency? They’re the ones who set you up for all that heartbreak.”

Janette pressed her lips together so hard they whitened. “You can’t have gotten all that from my file.”

“I didn’t have to. I know how it feels to be rejected.” I tried to touch her shoulder, but she pulled of my reach. “I spent my whole life desperately wanting a sponsor or a family and wrestling with the fact that I’d been abandoned without an explanation.” My voice softened. “I used to think that was all I wanted. But having an explanation didn’t actually make it any better, did it?”

She looked away. “I guess not.”

“That’s because what they did to us is not okay, regardless of the reason. It was probably worse for you because a specific person you cared about let you down. It wasn’t just a faceless institution.”

Tears brimmed at the corners of Janette’s eyes, and she wiped them away angrily.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said gently. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. But I’m not sorry for taking you away from there. I’ll figure out a way to get us out of this, and then you can start a new life—a better life than the fake ones they forced you into. We all can.”

Janette’s shoulders slumped, the fight going out of her. “You really think you can beat them, don’t you?”

“Only if you help me.”

She snorted softly. “You’re wasting your time.”

A knock at the door announced that Pat had returned to let me out of the room.

“Think it over,” I said, backing toward the door in case Janette tried to tackle me. “I’ll be back to visit soon. We’ll figure this out together.”


CHAPTER
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I wanted to reach out to my other batchmates right away, but Vance didn’t think it was safe for me to leave the Vault yet.

“They’re probably watching their clones extra closely right now,” he warned me when I explained the situation and asked if I could go outside. “If you gave even the slightest hint that you might mess with those girls, their handlers will be on the alert. It’ll be safer for you and them to give it time.”

“But—”

“Dust hasn’t settled yet, kid. Just sit tight.”

I had no choice but to take his advice. As Dean had suggested, I didn’t tell Vance every single detail about the agency, such as the actual location and the hints I’d picked up about the founder, hoping those tidbits would come in handy later. Vance clearly found what I told him interesting and asked many questions about the agency’s methods and possible targets, but I couldn’t tell what, if anything, he planned to do with the information.

Over the next week, I spent my time studying the files I’d stolen and visiting Janette for conversations that were by turns sullen and fiery. Staying put made me antsy, especially when I didn’t know what was happening in the wider world. Dean often had to go out for jobs, leaving me to explore the Vault on my own. He made a belated trip to see his mom at her prison outside the city, too, which took a full day.

Left to my own devices, I wandered the wall-screen-lit corridors, tried out all the kitchbot’s settings, and struck up conversations with the members of the crew working during the holidays. They were an eclectic bunch, mostly in their thirties and forties but with a few older members like the silver-haired women I’d met the first day. They were very busy, and I got the impression they were picking up the slack for their colleagues who needed time off to be with their families.

In between assignments, they stopped by the Vault to fetch equipment, report to Vance, or nap on the vintage couches. I shared meals with whoever happened to be in at the time and plied them with questions about their work and any news they might have heard about the Ironsides, I-CAT, or even Lavinia Bluestone.

The crew all knew who I was, thanks to the showdown with Victor at the Forester construction site and the night I’d spent at the Harbortown safehouse while they downloaded the recording from Janette’s implant. Dean had apparently talked about me too.

“It’s the famous Jane!” a woman named Akira said as she joined me for kitchbot spaghetti one evening. She tossed her straight black hair over her shoulder and leaned toward me conspiratorially. “I’ve heard you are perplexing, adorable, and terribly clever.”

“Did Vance tell you that?”

Akira chuckled. “Even he seems to have a grudging respect for you, which is a tiny miracle, but you know that’s not who has been talking about you.”

I blushed, poking at my pasta. “Do you know Dean well?”

“He has been fixing my gadgets and gizmos since he was a pipsqueak.” She smiled fondly. “The kid’s a natural. We’re lucky to have him. I feel bad for him sometimes, though.”

“Why?”

Akira paused to twirl spaghetti around her fork, and I thought she was going to talk about Vance reneging on his promise to help Dean take down Henry Ironside. What she said instead surprised me.

“He’s lonely. Most of us have a good ten years on him and think of him as a little brother. He’s spent his whole adolescence working too hard to hang out with kids his own age. He deserves a friend.”

“Oh.” I thought of all the times Dean had gone out of his way to check on me during my time as Janie Davies and how much talking to him had made me feel less alone. “I actually know how that feels.”

“Yeah?” Akira gave me a thoughtful look. “Then I hope you stick around.”

“Maybe I will.”

I found it hard to imagine what my life would be like after I saved my batchmates and put a stop to the agency’s schemes, but I could see the appeal of the information-specialist life. Who wouldn’t want to spend their days finding out interesting secrets for fun and profit?

But I didn’t fully trust Vance, who had used Dean’s parents’ tragedy to recruit him when he was at his most vulnerable. Twice now, Vance had acquired ammunition that could be used against Henry Ironside, and he still hadn’t taken the shot. He must suspect Dean’s loyalties were splitting, too, especially since everyone seemed to know about his feelings for me.

The Vault was busier than usual that evening, with people bustling through the corridors and pausing to wolf down quick kitchbot meals. A group dressed in party clothes crossed the main hall, nodding at me and Akira as they passed. Their outfits seemed to be variations on the theme: glitter.

“Do you know when Dean’s supposed to be back?”

Akira shook her head. “We have a lot going on today. New Year’s Eve and all.”

“It’s New Year’s?” Time had seemed to both drag and cease to exist since I arrived in the Vault.

“You gotta get out more, girl. It wouldn’t surprise me if you don’t see Dean until morning.”

“Oh.”

Akira chuckled. “No need to look like a sad puppy. I’m sure he’ll⁠—”

The elevator door near the kitchen opened, and I lost track of whatever Akira was saying as Dean himself entered, brushing snow out of his honey-blond hair. He took off his black pea coat to reveal a white chef’s jacket stained with carrot juice underneath.

“Hey.” He strode over to Akira and me and pulled up a stool between us, giving me an extra grin. “How’s the spaghetti?”

“Much better than last time.” Akira slapped him on the back. “Thanks for fixing the kitchbot.”

“No problem.” Dean filled a bowl for himself and began shoveling spaghetti into his mouth with impressive speed.

“Busy day?” I asked.

He nodded, taking time to swallow before answering. “My mark was running around, making final arrangements for her New Year’s Eve party tonight. I’ll have to go back out for it.”

“Sounds promising,” Akira said.

“Maybe. Her husband is out of town, and she invited a man we’re pretty sure she’s having an affair with.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t catching someone cheating a little tame for you guys?”

“Gotta pay the bills somehow.” Akira scooted her stool back with a screech. “I’ll leave you kids to it. Don’t catch too much trouble.” She winked at me and sauntered off toward Vance’s office.

As soon as Akira was out of earshot, Dean turned to me. “So, want to come to the party with me tonight?”

“What?”

“I’ll have to sneak you out, but everyone will be too busy to care. New Year’s Eve is always a big night for us. People tend to do stuff they regret later. Great for blackmail.”

“Are you asking me on a date?”

Dean’s mouth twitched. “If I am, would you say yes?”

“Honestly, I’d say yes even if it wasn’t a date. I’m going stir-crazy down here.”

“So you’re in?”

“Of course.” I glanced down at my sweater, the same one I’d worn out of headquarters. “Uh, how fancy is this party?”

“Don’t worry about that.” Dean picked up his fork and drew his spaghetti bowl closer. “The disguise closet will have something you can wear.”

“Disguise closet? I’m liking this place more by the minute.”

While Dean finished eating, the Vault grew busier around us. Information specialists I’d never seen before hurried around in New Year’s Eve-appropriate disguises, sometimes pausing to have Dean check their surveillance gadgets. They all seemed preoccupied and might not remember speaking to us later. When Vance appeared in a crisp suit and glowing LightTech loafers, even he barely a glanced at us. I hoped Dean was right that he wouldn’t notice if I slipped out for a few hours.

I briefly considered going straight to Joan Sullivan’s address, but she probably wouldn’t be home on New Year’s Eve. Besides, Vance’s point about the agency watching her extra closely still stood. I’d take his advice to wait on that for now.

Dean ate quickly and dropped his bowl in the sink, then he led the way to a corridor with wall screens showing various factories.

“The workshop’s through here.” He patted a door with a screen displaying a railcar assembly line. “That’s where I usually hang out when I’m in the Vault.” A hint of frustration crossed his face. “Sorry I haven’t had a chance to show you yet.”

“Do you normally have more time off, or am I imagining that Vance has kept you extra busy this week?”

“You’re not imagining it. He’s punishing me for fetching you without his permission.” Dean sighed and scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I really hope Lavinia Bluestone releases that recording soon. I’m ready to be done with this place.”

“What’s taking her so long?”

“I don’t know.” Dean hesitated. “She might have decided to use the information privately, the way Vance seems to be doing. I’m worried she’ll never make it public.”

“If that’s the case, we’ll release it on our own. You still have copies, right?”

“Yes, but we’d still have to convince people the recording is real. It would help if we had the visual feed of the conversation. The techs tried to reverse-engineer it for Vance by studying Janette’s implant, but that hasn’t worked so far.”

The difficulty of proving the recording’s authenticity was one of the reasons we’d decided to release it through Lavinia in the first place. I hoped her hatred of Henry Ironside would convince her to act on our behalf soon. Dean used to worry more about disobeying Vance, and if he’d risk sneaking me out of the Vault against Vance’s orders, he must be approaching a breaking point.

At the end of the corridor, Dean opened a door with an old-fashioned sewing machine on its wall screen. “Welcome to the disguise closet.”

I gasped, forgetting my worries as we entered a long, narrow space that must have been a service tunnel back when the Vault was a bomb shelter. The tunnel was packed with rack after rack holding every item of clothing imaginable—suits, uniforms, dresses, casual clothes in varying states of repair, historic costumes, high-tech performance gear, and even a rack of wetsuits. Shoes and other accessories piled beneath the racks so thickly it was difficult to see the floor.

“This is more like a disguise warehouse,” I said. “Where did it all come from?”

“We raided a shopping mall.”

“You’re joking.”

“Yes, actually.” Dean winked and started down the narrow aisle. “We’ve been collecting disguises for various missions for years. We have a sewbot, too, for when we have specific needs, but it’s a little slow.”

We walked between the racks of clothes, and I ran my fingers over cotton and silk, linen and velvet, wool and synth-fur. I spotted the coveralls Dean had worn the day we spent together in Grid City during fall break, the name Javier stitched on the pocket, and the tech-jacket he’d worn when he cornered me on the railbus after school the first day we’d really talked.

“Here’s the formalwear.” Dean pulled out a rack drenched in silks and satins. “Some of these dresses should fit you.”

“It’s a formal event?”

“Is that a problem?”

I hesitated. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to turn up with you?”

“I’ll probably blend in better with a date on my arm.” Dean flipped through the dresses and suits. “Also, I just want you on my arm.” He glanced at me. “Do you mind?”

My cheeks warmed. “Not at all.”

I looked through the dresses for one that would work for a New Year’s party. I couldn’t decide between two options and briefly considered asking Janette’s opinion, but I didn’t want to flaunt the fact that I got to attend a swanky party while she was locked up.

I hoped to change that soon, but I wasn’t convinced she wouldn’t run straight back to the agency.

“Okay, blue or green?” I held up the two dresses for Dean to examine.

A frown creased his forehead. “The flowy green one looks like something Janie would wear, and that creamy blue shade is the sort of thing Janette would choose.”

“Huh.” I studied the dresses anew. “You’re right.”

“How about this?” Dean pulled out a slinky scarlet gown with a plunging neckline and a slit well above the knee.

I laughed. “I thought we’re supposed to blend in, not draw every eye in the place.”

“Good point.” Dean nodded at the rack. “See anything else you like?”

I made another pass through the dresses, realizing how odd it was that we both knew what styles my batchmates would wear, but I didn’t know what suited me. I’d always worn uniforms at Cloneworks, and since leaving, I’d been so focused on my batchmates that I hadn’t worked out my own preferences. The act of choosing my own clothes felt surprisingly fraught.

Then a patch of glitter caught my eye, and I pulled a long, narrow gown from the rack. It was made of soft black velvet and featured glittering gold embroidery that looked like tiny stars cascading around the dress in a loose spiral. The cut was form-fitting yet simple, and I could tell it would suit my long frame.

“Will this work?”

Dean smiled. “Perfect. You should find some shoes in your size in that pile. I’ll grab a tux and meet you by the elevator. We only have a few hours until midnight.”
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The dress fit so well it could have been bot-sewn to my measurements. I smeared on gold eyeshadow from the disguise closet and twisted my chin-length hair on top of my head so bits fell loose around my face in what I hoped were elegant wisps. It took longer than I expected, so I hiked up my skirt and jogged to the main hall to meet Dean on time.

I felt cute in the dress already, but that was nothing compared to how I felt when Dean caught sight of me and his jaw actually dropped. As in I could see it go slack from across the room. I smoothed the velvety skirt over my hips and strode to meet him.

“You look beautiful.”

“You’re not so bad yourself.” I’d seen Dean in a suit before, but the sleek black tux was on another level. He wore a silky black shirt instead of the traditional white and a cummerbund embroidered with golden thread. “Did you pick that to match my dress?”

“We are on a date.”

I grinned, my cheeks warming. Surprisingly, I felt nervous—and not because sneaking out was risky. I’d spent lots of time with Dean by now, including racing through a factory while a security bot shot lasers at us and fleeing from a terrorist attack on a speedboat. Yet dressing up for one fancy party made my palms sweat and my heart race?

Okay, my heart had been racing during those occasions, too, but this felt different.

Dean offered me his arm. “Shall we?”

“We shall.” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Vance hadn’t returned. The only person in sight was Akira, who was fixing the strap on a pair of knee-high rainbow gladiator sandals before heading to her own party. She gave me a thumbs-up.

Instead of taking Dean’s favorite stealth car, we left the Vault in a nice but understated silver railcar, the same model Isaac owned in custom poison-green. It had synthetic leather seats and an atmosphere bot that smelled of summer berries and played violin music. As it exited the garage on silent runners, Dean concentrated on the control tablet, making sure no one was nearby to see us leave.

Beyond the tinted windows, a thick white blanket covered the city, and snowflakes danced in the railcar’s headlights. The snowfall created a hushed, intimate feeling. Romantic, even. I traced the gold thread spiraling over my knee, feeling a little shy. I’d never been on a real date before.

“What should I know about this party?” I asked Dean after he typed in our destination and set aside the control tablet. “For the mission, I mean.”

“The hostess—and our target—is a woman named Harmony Petrova. We think she’s having an affair with this man.” He opened his gridwatch screen and showed me a photo of a corpulent, handsome fellow at a black-tie gala. “We suspect he’s romancing her to get the inside scoop on her husband’s company, which he’s reportedly thinking about buying.”

“So we’re trying to prove the affair or that he’s after the company?”

“Whatever we can find out. It’s best not to go into a mission with too many expectations.”

I nodded, excited about the prospect of helping Dean spy. “Should I ask any particular questions?”

“You probably shouldn’t talk to anyone in case they remember you from the incident in Grid Central Station.”

I remembered the amateur video of my screaming at the holiday commuters. “Is that likely?”

“In this context, probably not.” Dean sat forward. “Still, we need to know if people are going to recognize your face for when Vance gives the all-clear for you to come and go from the Vault. If you’ll need a disguise every time you set foot outside, it’d be best to find out now.”

“Good point.” I hoped that excuse would convince Vance to go easy on us if he found out we’d gone partying. Though I didn’t much care what Vance thought of me—and it was becoming clear Dean no longer did either—we were still living under his roof.

“We’ll avoid small talk, but here’s your alibi just in case.” Dean handed me a gridwatch with a slim gold strap. A contact card was open on the screen, showing my picture and a false name.

“Virginia Alexander? Sounds elegant.”

“We’ve used that identity before, so it shouldn’t flag as a fake. I swapped out your pictures.”

I studied the image. “I’ve seen this picture before. You took it that day we spent in West Hold.”

“One of my favorite days ever.”

“Mine too.” I grinned at him then resumed studying the contact card. “Virginia is a few years older than me.”

“No one will notice. She’s a sales assistant at a medbot company, if anyone asks.”

“Got it.”

“You can keep the watch.” Dean touched the gold strap, his fingers brushing the inside of my wrist, making my pulse spike. “It won’t get past the Vault’s jammers, but you can use it when you go see your batchmates.”

“Thanks. And who are you tonight?”

Dean sent me the contact card from his watch. “Solomon Goldwater, at your service.”

I chuckled. “You do not look like a Solomon.”

He smoothed his glittery cummerbund. “Not even in the tux?”

“Nope.”

“Ah well. I’m not planning to talk to anyone but my date anyway.”

“Not even Harmony Petrova?”

“If all goes well, we won’t have to make direct contact. A few compromising photos or overheard conversations ought to do the trick.”

As we drove onward, Dean filled me in on everything he’d learned about his mark and her suspected paramour. It was fun to conspire about how we’d get close enough to sneak photos of the targets and record evidence. I could see why Janette enjoyed this.

The New Year’s Eve party was in the Silk District, not far from where I’d attended Janie’s high school, in a hotel famous for its pencil-thin design. The Graphite had only one luxurious room per floor, promising 360-degree views to every guest. A unique circular elevator rose through the center of the building, opening directly into the guestrooms.

The party was being held on the Graphite’s highest floor in a glitzy restaurant with an exotic-bird theme. Large cages of the colorfully plumed creatures dotted the round, glass-enclosed space. The birds flitted about in their cages, inches from the open sky, and serenaded the revelers with a mournful cacophony.

Dean and I gave our fake names to the server at the entrance, who I didn’t recognize as a clone model. I wondered if using hospitality clones had fallen out of fashion since the rise of I-CAT. I held my breath as the server searched for us on a slim silver tablet, hoping Dean had gotten both aliases onto the guest list in time.

After what felt like an eternity, the server found the names and welcomed us in. “Enjoy your evening, Mr. Goldwater. Ms. Alexander.” She smiled blandly. “Ms. Petrova is so pleased you could attend.”

Dean and I worked our way through the throng of guests, searching for the hostess and her consort. Most of the restaurant’s tables had been pushed aside to make room for a dance floor and a live band. A famous enby singer whose daughter had gone to HBMA for high school filled the air with their husky crooning, harmonizing with the birdsong.

“It’s crowded,” I called to Dean over the music. “Should we have come earlier?”

“I never get to a party early. Easier to go unnoticed if everyone has had a few drinks.”

“Makes sense.” I held on to Dean’s arm as we maneuvered through the restaurant, taking care not to tread on anyone’s dress.

I watched people’s expressions as their gazes slid over me, looking for signs they’d seen my face before. So far, no one appeared to recognize me as the clone who’d had a screaming fit in Grid Central Station on Christmas. That boded well for my future excursions outside the Vault. Of course, I didn’t look much like myself in formalwear. I felt more like the glamorous Virginia Alexander than Jane Doe or any of my other iterations.

At last, we spotted Dean’s target holding court by the bar, surrounded by a ring of admirers. Harmony had long platinum-blond hair and artificially lavender eyes, and she wore a stunning tech-fabric gown threaded with lights that cast an electric shimmer over her companions. Her rumored paramour wasn’t among them.

Dean and I found a spot at the other end of the bar, where we could lurk behind a cage full of bright-green parrots and watch Harmony without being seen.

“Would you like a drink?” Dean hit a button on the robot bartender, and it fixed me a fizzy beverage, humming softly. “It’s nonalcoholic. I try not to drink on the job. Easier to keep your wits about you.”

I thanked him and sipped the foaming concoction, which tasted like peppermint and dark chocolate—possibly the best thing I’d ever tasted. “Any other advice?”

“Try not to look so much like you’re on a mission.” He touched my forehead, which was wrinkled in concentration. “You’re at a party, remember?”

Nodding, I tried to relax. I’d almost forgotten how after my long stint at the agency. “Right. Party. Act natural.”

Dean’s mouth twitched. “You could start by unclenching your fists. You might even smile a bit.”

“I think I can do that.” I grinned and moved a little closer to him. He smelled like clean snow today, with just a hint of cedarwood cologne.

Talk, laughter, and the cry of exotic birds spilled over us, but the sounds seemed to fade away as Dean slipped his arm around my waist, the warmth of his hand spreading through the velvety fabric. My breathing shallowed.

He kissed me gently, just once, then gazed down at me, that focused intensity coming into his eyes again.

“What was that you said about not looking so serious?” I asked hoarsely, setting aside my peppermint drink.

“I don’t remember.” He lowered his head, his nose tracing my cheek, nuzzling at my ear. His breath felt hot against my neck. “You look beautiful, Jane.”

I curled my fingers around the lapel of his tux, pulling him closer. “It’s not Jane, it’s uh… something else.” I couldn’t remember my alibi’s name. Or my own, for that matter, when Dean’s lips brushed against my bare collarbone.

“Aren’t you supposed to be watching your mark?”

“Is she doing anything interesting?”

I glanced past him through the cage of exotic birds. “Not really. She’s still surrounded by the same—oh no!”

Dean straightened at the dismay in my tone. He turned to see what had startled me, managing to make the action casual.

Henry Ironside had joined the group orbiting Harmony Petrova. He wore a midnight-blue tux, which fit his trim frame well and brought out the silver in his black hair. Isaac was at his side.

Dean muttered a curse. “They’re supposed to be at a different party tonight. We need to move before they see you.” He looked around for an escape route. “Vance is going to kill me.”

“Wait.” I resisted Dean’s effort to pull me away, wanting to see what the Ironsides were doing. If they were scheduled to be somewhere else tonight, they could be up to something.

And I wanted to make sure Isaac was okay.

We watched through the birdcage as Isaac and his father greeted the hostess. Harmony air-kissed them both then drew Mr. Ironside aside to speak quietly to him. Isaac turned to make polite conversation with a member of her entourage, a tiny old woman with feathery white hair.

Isaac made the woman laugh within a few sentences, clearly being his usual charming self. He excelled at putting people at ease, whether they were awkward leftover clones, high-powered members of Congress, or elderly rich ladies. But his smile looked a little narrow tonight, not anywhere near splitting his face the way it would if he were actually happy.

“Isaac looks miserable,” I whispered to Dean. “Do you think that’s our fault?” I’d gotten him temporarily kidnapped by Vance’s crew after the attack on his father’s yacht, and he hadn’t returned to school by the time I switched places with Janette. We’d had no contact in four weeks. “For all he knows, I vanished into thin air—or got murdered! Don’t know whether he’ll blame you or my sponsor for that.”

“He’ll have to live without you for once,” Dean said shortly, his jaw tense. “We need to move before he sees you.” He pressed his hand to the small of my back, trying to usher me away, but I didn’t budge.

“Don’t you want to know why they’re not where your team expected them to be?”

“They’re probably party hopping,” Dean said. “We should⁠—”

“Wait. Mr. Ironside could be working on his anti-clone project or recruiting investors for his new implant scheme. Shouldn’t we see what he’s up to?”

Dean grimaced, but he nodded reluctantly. “You’re right. I want to know what they’re saying too.”

He watched Harmony and Mr. Ironside confer privately for a moment, a look of distaste on his face. I could hardly blame him after all the pain that man had brought Dean and his family. His father had died in prison after Mr. Ironside got him sent there.

“Careful.” I touched the corner of Dean’s mouth gently. “They’ll feel the heat of your hatred from across the room.”

Dean rolled his shoulders and adopted a casual expression with obvious effort. “I’m going to get closer. Try not to let them see you.”

He swiped a drink from the bar and moseyed away, becoming just another tipsy partygoer. It was impressive how he could fit into any situation, even though his emotions must be rioting. As far as I knew, this was the first time he’d seen Henry Ironside in person since Vance denied him the vengeance he’d worked toward for years.

Dean ambled in a wide circle around the bar and ended up on the other side of Harmony and Mr. Ironside, where he could eavesdrop without their noticing. I tapped my foot impatiently, wishing I could hear too. But while Dean could pass for another tux in the crowd, my face would definitely catch the Ironsides’ attention.

Isaac had turned to chat with a second elderly woman, charming the pair effortlessly. He wore a plain black suit rather than a tux, with his tie loosened, as though he’d accompanied his father to the party grudgingly. He’d trimmed his hair since the last time I saw him.

Someone tapped me on the shoulder, making me jump. I turned to find the man we suspected was having an affair with Harmony Petrova grinning drunkenly at me.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you before, gorgeous,” he slurred. “What’s your name?”

“Uh, Virginia Alexander.” I stuck out my hand.

He chuckled. “So formal.” Instead of shaking my hand, he planted a wet kiss on the back of it. “I am Bertrand Carmichael the Third. But my friends call me Bertie.”

“That’s nice for them.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I mean it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Bertie didn’t let go of my hand. “I must say you have the loveliest freckles, Virginia. A fellow could get to know each one, like a map of the stars.”

I cleared my throat to hide a cringe and hit Record on my new gridwatch. “Right, uh, aren’t you seeing someone, Bertie?”

He dropped the smarmy act at once and released my hand. “That’s over,” he said flatly. “Who do you know? Are you one of Harmony’s friends? She’s always collecting interesting new people.”

“I just heard a rumor. I don’t know her well.” I slid my watch hand along the bar toward him, putting on what I hoped was a breezy smile. “So you were seeing each other? What happened?”

“She broke my heart is what happened.” Bertie tapped the robot bartender for another drink, giving a little sniff. “She shouldn’t have played with me like that if she wasn’t serious about me.”

“Played with you?”

Bertie nodded, swaying a little. “Now she’s acting like we never meant anything to each other.” He sounded genuinely hurt, and his eyes shimmered in the party lights.

“I’m sorry.” I felt chastened. “I heard you were only seeing her because you wanted to make a move on her husband’s company.”

“Estranged husband,” Bertie said petulantly. “And I did look into acquiring the company at one point, but it’s a mess. Bad investment no matter the price.”

“Whoa.” I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Well, I’m sorry about your breakup, Bertie. Sounds like it was painful.”

“It was.” He dabbed at his nose with a cocktail napkin. “You’re very kind, Virginia. I don’t suppose you’d want to dance?”

“Oh, I can’t right now. I’m waiting for my friend. He—” I froze.

I’d turned to see if Dean was still listening in on Mr. Ironside and found Isaac standing on the other side of the birdcage, staring right at me.
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I didn’t know what to do. Running was out of the question, with Bertie wedging me between the birdcage and the bar. Calling for Dean wouldn’t help, nor would throwing my drink across the room and hoping Isaac turned to watch it shatter. So I just stood there, sputtering like a malfunctioning robot.

Isaac continued to stare at me through the birdcage, as though his brain had short-circuited too. When a bright-green parrot flew between us, he didn’t even blink.

It occurred to me that Isaac might not actually know which clone I was. My hair and clothes were different, and he could have heard Bertie calling me Virginia. For all he knew, I was a batchmate he’d never met.

I briefly considered pretending not to know him, but I felt bad for abandoning him without a word. Besides, lying to Isaac had never led to anything good.

“Excuse me, Bertie.” I patted my companion’s shoulder, gently pushing him out of my way. “It was nice to talk to you.”

“You too,” Bertie said with a hint of surprise. “You’re kinder than most of Harmony’s friends. Look me up sometime if you want to⁠—”

“Sure. Thank you.” I waved for Isaac to follow me. We couldn’t talk in front of his father. I didn’t think Isaac would rat me out then and there, but I still felt a rush of relief when he fell in behind me.

I skirted around the band and found a vacant spot by the massive curved windows. The snow clouds had cleared, revealing a luminous slice of moon. The city sprawled below the pencil-thin tower, vibrant, colorful, and gleaming. A thousand parties must be raging out there, full of people eating and drinking, preparing to ring in the New Year. Soon, midnight would strike, and the major skyscrapers across the city would set off their fireworks displays, shattering the night with light and noise.

Isaac joined me by the window. “You’re here.” He studied my profile cautiously. “Which one are you?”

“I thought you could tell the difference.”

“Not anymore. Jane and I aren’t as close as I thought, and I guess I never knew the real Janette.”

I winced at his cool tone and turned to face him, waiting for the light bulb to go on. He frowned, uncertainty in his brown eyes. He truly didn’t know which clone I was. Janette’s plan to replace me might actually have worked.

The realization stung, but I tried not to focus on it. “I’m sorry we disappeared like that, Isaac. We didn’t have a choice.”

“Were you kidnapped?”

“No. Well, sort of. I did it on purpose. It worked but also… kind of made things worse. But I got the intel I needed. Well, some of it.”

Isaac’s eyebrows rose. “You’re Jane, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” I sighed. Did it have to be the flailing and stuttering that clued him in?

He took a step toward me, his iciness beginning to thaw. “Are you okay?”

I lifted my shoulders. “Mostly?”

“Was that you making a scene in Grid Central Station?”

“You saw that?”

“Saw it? Half my friends sent it to me, asking if you were all right. Allegra was ready to involve her father and all of Congress to get you help.”

“That’s nice of her.” It was surprisingly touching to learn that people besides Isaac worried about me, even if they still thought I was Janie. “The screaming was just for show. I’m in the middle of something, and I don’t really have time to explain it all. But I found my sponsor.”

Isaac’s eyes widened. “Really? This is major. Who are they?”

I glanced around the party and lowered my voice. “I shouldn’t say. I don’t want to put you in danger for knowing too much.”

He matched my lowered tone. “How would they know what I know?”

“They have eyes everywhere. You have to be extra careful for a while.” I debated telling him that Rasheed worked for them, but I worried Isaac would draw attention if he tried to find a new roommate. Keeping him in the dark was the best way to protect him. “I don’t have a lot of time. Do you know if your father is still working with Solidarity and the three clones that attacked the yacht?”

He blinked. “What?”

“I told you they were conspiring to try to further your father’s new implant⁠—”

“I remember what you said.” Isaac took a step back and scrubbed a hand through his newly trimmed hair. His mop of dark curls wasn’t as bouncy as usual, making him look older and more guarded. “I can’t believe you’re still trying to get information about my father out of me.”

It hadn’t even occurred to me how that would sound to him. “But your father⁠—”

“The guy’s not perfect. No one knows that better than me. But I’m kinda sick of you using me to get dirt on him.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?” Isaac’s eyes narrowed. “Are you still hanging around with that crook who abducted us from the yacht?”

“He rescued us!”

“Is that a yes?”

I reached for his hand, wanting to fix this. “Isaac⁠—”

He pulled back before I could touch him. “Look, if you’re in trouble, I’ll do everything in my power to help you. I hope you know that. But I’m not giving you information on my family that you’ll turn around and sell to those unsavory rumormongers.” His lip curled in a very un-Isaac-like way. “My father’s rivals only hired them because they can’t compete with him in their own right.”

“It’s not like that. Well, not entirely like that.” I knotted my fists in my skirt, frustrated at how badly this was going. “They’re⁠—”

“Is everything all right, Virginia?”

I flinched at the sound of Dean’s voice. He couldn’t have picked a worse moment to join us. He put his arm around my waist and faced Isaac, his expression a mix of cool disdain and a truly childish hint of triumph.

“It’s fine.” I shook him off, annoyed that he’d so poorly misread the vibe between me and Isaac—possibly on purpose. “Did you get what you need?”

“Yes. I even overheard⁠—”

“That’s great. We should go.”

Dean frowned. “We still have to finish the other job we⁠—”

“It’s done. I had a chat with the paramour. I’ll fill you in later.”

“Oh.” Dean glanced at Isaac, finally seeming to notice he’d interrupted a delicate moment. “I’ll call the car.”

“You’re just going to leave?” Isaac spluttered.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “There are things I need to do. Please don’t tell anyone you saw me. It’ll be better if certain people think we’re not friends anymore.”

Isaac’s brow furrowed, the unspoken question floating between us: Are we even friends anymore?

“Take care of yourself, Jane,” Isaac said at last.

“You too.” I hesitated, wanting to hug him, but I couldn’t bear it if he pushed me away. I gave him a final sad smile and followed Dean back through the party.

The countdown to midnight had begun, but we didn’t stop to ring in the New Year with a kiss. Despite the glamorous party and the successful completion of the job, I didn’t feel much like celebrating.
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The ride back to the Vault passed in silence. I watched the fireworks through the railcar window, the soundproof glass muting the blasts. Dean didn’t pressure me to talk and focused on writing down the intel he’d collected on a fab-tab.

I wished I’d found a better way to reach out to Isaac. My situation felt too precarious. I didn’t trust Vance or understand his motivations and had no clue what the agency’s next move would be. I hadn’t even decided what to do about Janette, who was still a prisoner in the Vault. Though I cared about Isaac, the best thing I could do for him right now was stay away.

It was a shame the evening had ended like that. I’d been having fun with Dean, enjoying the chance to get out in the world and watch him work. But Isaac had reminded me of the real human consequences of Dean’s profession. If he succeeded in taking down Iron Corp, it would have a direct, negative effect on Isaac. Despite his frustrations with the way his parents controlled his life, Isaac had never taken any real steps to distance himself from them.

Dean finished typing and folded up his tablet, but he didn’t say anything. I appreciated his ability to give me space, something Isaac wasn’t as good at. Even as the silence lengthened between us, Dean waited until I was ready to speak first.

I cleared my throat. “Bertie Carmichael’s affair with Harmony is over.”

Dean quirked an eyebrow, clearly not expecting me to lead with that. “Go on.”

“He looked into her husband’s company but had already decided not to buy it. He says it’s a mess. The affair with Harmony was genuine on his part. She broke his heart.”

“He volunteered all that information?”

“Well, first he hit on me, then I guess he just wanted to talk to someone.”

Dean’s mouth twitched. “Nice work.”

“Did you hear anything useful from Henry Ironside?”

Dean rubbed his chin. “He’s looking for a supplier of raw materials for a new venture. He mentioned the material that’s used to make bio wires.”

“For implants?”

“Exactly. It sounds like his plans for a new line of devices are progressing, but he hasn’t started manufacturing them yet. Harmony was eager to work with him, but she expressed concerns about the regulations that could impede their project. Ironside said he expected full legalization by the end of January.”

I chewed my lip, thinking over what we knew about Mr. Ironside’s plans for Integrated Implants, the company he’d purchased to cover up Janie’s death. The new devices offered an unprecedented amount of control over their hosts. Ironside intended to offer them to major companies to use on their employees, making them a viable—and much cheaper—alternative to clone workers. Our working theory was that Henry Ironside had been stirring up anti-clone sentiment in preparation for rolling out his new control devices.

I had been too focused on my sponsor to worry about Mr. Ironside’s new venture lately, but I hated that he was putting the safety of clones everywhere in jeopardy just because it might improve his profits.

“Will he really be allowed to make implants that can control employees?”

“He seemed confident about legalization, so he must have guarantees from quite a few members of congress.” Dean’s brow furrowed. “I heard him and Harmony reference a new partner. They didn’t mention a name, but at one point, Harmony said, ‘I’m surprised she’s interested, given your history.’”

“History?”

“That could mean a number of things. Possibly Ironside’s history of Privacy Act violations.” He paused. His mother had been the one to blow the whistle about those violations. “It would be useful to find out who might have a problem with that.”

I leaned toward him. “Do you have any theories?”

“I’ll have to do a bit of research. Check in with a few sources. One possibility is Colleen Frederickson, the pro-cloning congresswoman who has recently voiced support for stricter regulations on industrial cloning companies.”

“That’s right. She got spooked during the yacht party.” I could hardly blame her after breathing in the Toxic Triplets’ poisonous fumes. “She must not be keen on clones who aren’t literal copies of her, like her daughter, these days.”

“Either that, or Ironside bought her off.” Dean flipped open his gridwatch to look her up. “If Frederickson stands to make a lot of money from the implant initiative, that could explain why she has suddenly changed positions on cloning. I’ll see who else might profit from this. Mind- or body-control implants are a line in the sand for most people, which is why they’ve been illegal for so long. Anyone choosing to openly support them must have serious motivation.”

Rubbing my sternum absently, I said, “I wonder if the agency is using some form of control implant in other clone models. Doc implied that some of their operatives aren’t purely used for surveillance.”

“You haven’t found anything about that in the files you took?”

“Not yet. There’s a lot to read, and I’m focusing on my batchmates first.”

“I can help go through the information.” Dean shook his head ruefully. “If Vance doesn’t draw and quarter me for sneaking you out tonight, that is.”

“We finished the job. He can’t be too mad. We also know I can walk through a crowd without random strangers instantly recognizing me. I should be safe to leave the Vault as long as I don’t run into anyone I actually know.” I smoothed my dress over my knees, not wanting to think about Isaac. Dean hadn’t made that situation any better either.

“We still need to be careful.” He sighed. “It was reckless of me to suggest this tonight.”

I looked up. “Do you regret bringing me?”

“Of course not.” Dean reached across the railcar to take my hand. “Despite how the evening ended, I had fun with you. It was good to have company. I… I work alone a lot.”

My heart squeezed tight as I remembered Akira saying Dean was often lonely. He worked so hard in his endless battle against a giant, and he’d still found time to help and support me in my own personal war. The encounter with Isaac had saddened me, but Dean was the one I’d wanted to leave the party with tonight.

“Maybe I’ll get to join you on more missions,” I said. “But first, I have to find my batchmates. I’m worried the agency will do something to them.”

“I’ll talk to Vance,” Dean said. “With a little luck, you’ll be with them in a day or two.”


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN



It took another two weeks to convince Vance to let me leave the Vault to find my batchmates. I pestered him about it every time we crossed paths, my efforts so relentless that he took to retreating to his office when he saw me coming. He was used to relying on intimidation, and the fact that I wasn’t afraid of him seemed to throw him off.

“You want your enemies to think you’re not going to cause trouble before you make a move,” he told me when I cornered him in the kitchen one morning to once again ask for permission to go outside. “Playing the long game pays off. Trust me.”

“But I’ve been waiting eighteen years for this. Isn’t that long enough?”

Vance rubbed his neck scar absently. “If what you’ve told me about the agency is true, they’ve been at this for even longer. The smart move would be to wait six months to make them think you’ve given up.”

“Six months? Six months? You’re not going to keep me down here that long, are you?”

Vance grunted. “Depends how much you annoy me, kid.”

While I waited for the all-clear from Vance, I spent my time studying the files I’d stolen from the agency and trying—and failing—to get Janette to take my side. I visited her every day after dinner to talk with her. Or at her if she was in an especially bad mood. When I wasn’t there, she spent her time exercising or reading old novels on a library tablet—not connected to the Internet, of course.

I was desperate for news of the outside world, so Dean rigged me a fab-tab that could receive information but not send it out. The fab-tab wouldn’t let me message anyone, but at least I could read the newsfeeds and Social posts.

It turned out a lot was happening. Every few days, the Toxic Triplets turned up in their hazmat suits in public places to shout about the clone uprising. I-CAT released more pixelated Solidarity videos and carefully worded manifestoes, often the same day as the Toxic Triplets’ appearances. I-CAT hadn’t bombed so much as an auto-taxi since the Triplets arrived on the scene, and Solidarity held them up as examples of the damage industrial cloning did to clones, shaking his pixelated head sadly.

I hoped people would realize the two groups were in cahoots, playing off each other to further the dangerous-clone narrative. The more people believed clones were unhinged science experiments traumatized by their institutional upbringings, the more they’d look for alternatives to fill their roles. Mr. Ironside must be pleased.

Fortunately, the video of Janette and me in the train station had dropped off people’s radars as other clones-behaving-badly stories hit the news. That helped persuade Vance I could leave the Vault without bringing trouble to his doorstep. Dean worked on persuading him, too, and I suspected he’d offered to take up extra shifts in exchange. He certainly seemed to be working more than his fair share of jobs, which left us with less time together than either of us wanted.

Finally, Vance caved and granted me permission to seek out Joan Sullivan.

On a chilly day in mid-January, Dean and I approached Cluster School N14 in North Quadrant as it was letting out for the afternoon. The public school was a collection of edu-pods stacked around shared facilities to form a virtual-learning hub. The students could attend standardized video classes in quiet, dedicated spaces while benefiting from the social and physical aspects of school attendance.

These students couldn’t afford a school with in-person teachers like Horace Bluestone Memorial, but their cluster-school experience would be better than attending virtual classes from home or in the free edu-pods scattered throughout the city.

The cluster’s pods were stacked in a U-shape, and sports fields occupied the middle area, layered on top of each other on open-air platforms fitted with artificial turf. The school looked a bit like an old-fashioned parking garage surrounded by mini shipping containers.

“I went to a cluster school like this for a while,” Dean said as we studied the structure from across a busy street. Most of the pods had red lights above their doors, indicating they were occupied. When lessons ended at three thirty, the pods would release the students level by level.

A gust of cold January wind tugged at my coat and blew my hair into my face. “Did you like your school?”

“It wasn’t bad.” Dean buttoned up the retro letterman jacket he wore for camouflage. “I didn’t enjoy being locked in a pod by myself during class, but the cluster had a hands-on room where you could work on robots and try out the power tools.”

“Doesn’t sound that different from your workshop in the Vault.”

He grinned. “I guess not. My parents figured if I got the urge to tinker out of my system at school, I’d quit taking apart the household bots.”

I wanted to ask more about Dean’s parents but worried I’d blurt the wrong thing. Normally, I wouldn’t hesitate to ask questions, but it was a sensitive subject, especially after our run-in with the Ironsides. “You’ve gotten good use out of your tinkering skills,” I said instead.

“True.” Dean surveyed our surroundings for a moment more then nodded. “Let’s cross the street. Do your best to look like a high school student.”

I hoisted the backpack I’d borrowed from the disguise closet. “On it.”

We took a walkway over the rail line, staying on the alert. I’d combed the stolen files for details about the Jane units’ handlers, but their identities were nowhere to be found. We didn’t know exactly who to watch out for as we prepared to contact Joan Sullivan.

Nerves and excitement rippled through me at the prospect of meeting another batchmate. I hoped she liked me.

As we reached the cluster-school entrance, a mechanical chime sounded. Once, twice, three times. Hydraulics hissed loudly as the edu-pod doors opened one by one. Teenagers began to pour out of the pods and thunder down the external steps, pulling on coats and hats and calling out to their friends. A handful of adults kept an eye on the students, but they were vastly outnumbered.

“See those monitor bots?” Dean touched my hand and pointed out several industrial-gray robots plodding among the students. “They make sure no one causes trouble. Three standard violations will get you banned from the cluster. There’s also a zero-tolerance policy for fighting and vandalism, so you’re out on a first offense.”

“Does that work?”

“Well enough. If you get kicked out of the cluster, you have to study at home or make do with solitary edu-pods wherever you can find them. It’s way less fun than coming to a place like this where you can hang out with other kids.”

I watched the students greet one another enthusiastically, talking in loud voices and goofing around on the steps. They seemed to need to burn off energy after their long day in the pods. “Do you still have any friends from school?”

“Not really.” Dean shrugged, as though it was no big deal. “Working with Vance can be pretty all-consuming.”

“I can see that. You’ve barely had a minute to yourself over the past few weeks.”

“It’s not always like this. Anyway, the crew looks out for me.”

“I guess.” Pat, Akira, and the others might care about Dean like a younger brother or cousin, but it wasn’t the same as hanging out with peers. And I wasn’t convinced anyone looked out for him as well as he deserved.

“Any sign of you yet?” Dean asked as the students streamed past us on their way out of the cluster school. Railbuses idled on the nearest lines, ready to transport them around the city.

“No.” I scanned the crowd for my own features, my nerves spiking. I didn’t know how Joan Sullivan wore her hair or styled her clothes, little idiosyncrasies that hadn’t been in her file. What if I’d already missed her?

Like at HBMA, the cluster-school students were very different from one another, and there wasn’t a clone batch in sight. Industrial clones were educated at company-run campuses throughout their adolescences, and personal clones who grew up in families tended to be one-offs, like Collette Frederickson.

The wind sharpened, cutting into my cheeks. The edu-pod levels emptied as the students dispersed to their homes and activities. Still no sign of my batchmate. We had her home address, but we’d agreed that intercepting her as she left school would be safer than approaching her at home where her father, General Sullivan, lived.

Suddenly, someone shouted nearby, catching my attention.

“Sully! Hey, Sully, wait up!” A Latina girl wearing warm-ups and a baggy jersey waved her hands over her head as she jogged past Dean and me.

“Hurry up, will you?” responded a voice I knew well. “We’re going to be late for practice again.”

I grabbed Dean’s arm, my heartbeat kicking up a notch, and we turned together.

The crowd of boisterous students parted as the sporty Latina caught up with the person she’d called Sully, who was waiting just inside the school gates.

Joan Sullivan, AKA Jane Unit Number Four, wore her long brown hair in a ponytail and had the most freckles I’d seen on one of my clones yet. She wore high-performance running leggings and a zip-up jacket with N14 Cluster Chameleons emblazoned on the back in giant letters.

“Took you long enough.” Sully grinned at her friend as she joined her. “The Hodge is going to kick us off the team if we keep turning up after the whistle.”

“Yeah, right. She loves you.”

“She really does.” My clone’s freckled forehead wrinkled. It was amazing how she could remind me a little of Janie, a little of Janette, and still be entirely her own person. “What were you doing anyway, Gonzo?”

The Latina girl threw up her hands in frustration. “The pod wouldn’t release me until I wrote out all the steps in my math proof. I thought some were self-explanatory, but our virtual overlords didn’t agree.”

“I have to teach you my trick to get the pod to think class is over,” Sully said. “You just have to⁠—”

“Hey, Sully! Gonzo, what’s happening?” Another girl, also wearing sports clothes, pushed through the crowd of students to join my clone and her friend.

“Hiya, Crash.” Sully shoved the newcomer playfully. “Running late too?”

“Ugh, don’t remind me. You’ll never guess who ambushed me outside my pod.”

“Ooh, let us try!” Sully said. “Was it Thatcher?”

Gonzo gasped. “Tell us it was Thatcher!”

I couldn’t hear Crash’s reply as the three girls turned toward the stairs leading to the sports fields stacked in the center of the cluster. They chatted animatedly as they walked, their strides long and easy, and Dean and I followed at a distance. Other students called out to the trio as they passed, cracking jokes and asking about their weekend plans. Sully and her friends seemed well liked and confident that this was exactly where they belonged. I couldn’t help envying them a little.

“Bet you a hot chocolate they play field hockey,” I said as we climbed the stairs after them.

Dean raised an eyebrow. “Field hockey?”

“Janie and I both used to play. I’m not saying there’s a field hockey gene, but wouldn’t it be neat?”

He smiled. “I’ll take that bet.”

We followed Sully, Gonzo, and Crash to the middle field level, hanging well back to avoid drawing attention. Fake grass covered the ground, and foldaway bleachers lined two of the sides. A pile of sports equipment lay in the end zone near an oversize water cooler. They turned out to be electric crossball sticks, not hockey sticks.

“So close,” I whispered to Dean.

A group of students gathered around an imposing woman with cropped red hair and bulky muscles. The entire bottom of her face had been replaced with an artificial jaw piece, perhaps following an injury or disease. The piece was an aggressive shade of chrome that matched her steely eyes.

“You’re late,” she snapped at the three girls as they jogged up to join the crossball team. “That’s the third time this week.”

“Sorry, Coach Hodges,” Sully said. “It was my fault.”

“No, it was mine,” Gonzo said quickly. “I asked Sully to wait for me.”

“Laps,” the coach barked. “Since you two insist on doing everything together, you can run together too.”

“How many laps?” Sully asked.

The coach scowled, her jaw piece glinting impressively. “You run until I say stop.”

Sully and Gonzo exchanged rueful glances before setting off around the field. Their third friend, Crash, slipped in with the rest of the team, looking a bit sheepish to have avoided the coach’s ire.

“All right, you lot.” Coach Hodges turned a baleful gaze on the others. “Push-ups, double quick.”

Dean touched my arm and nodded to the bleachers on the opposite side of the field. “We can wait for an opening to approach her over there. Don’t want to attract the coach’s attention.”

“Are you scared of her or something?”

He winked. “Terrified.”

We headed for the bleachers and settled in to watch Sully run, trying not to make ourselves too obvious. She and Gonzo set an energetic pace, chatting easily despite the exertion. Once, Sully threw her head back to laugh in a way that reminded me of videos I’d seen of Janie.

I rested my chin in my hands, watching her circle the field. “She’s not acting like anyone has tried to murder her lately, is she?”

“Decommissioning an active unit would be a waste of resources,” Dean said. “The agency must have decided to keep her in place, even though they know you have her details.”

“Or they’re waiting for the right moment to take her out.”

Dean paused. “Telling her about them might put her in more danger.”

“I know. I’ve been worrying about that, but she deserves the truth. I’d want to know if I were her.”

Sully and Gonzo started another lap around the field as the rest of the team switched to jumping jacks. It was an especially bitter January, and the chill from the bleachers seeped into my thighs the longer we sat. The exercise didn’t appear to strain Sully and her friend too much.

I wondered if assuming Sully would want the same things as me was a mistake. Did she yearn to meet her batchmates, like I had, or was her life full enough without us? She was the most normal and happy member of our batch I’d encountered. I felt bad for messing up her life the way I was about to, but no matter how normal she appeared, her recording implant was being wielded against everyone she knew and loved. She had to know.

“Any idea what you’re going to say to her?” Dean asked.

“I’ve practiced eight different versions. I’m hoping I’ll know in the moment which one is right.”

“Look on the bright side.” Dean bumped his leg against mine. “Anything will be better than how it went with Janette.”

I laughed. “You’re not wrong. We’re actually getting along better than you’d think these days. I visit her room every day, and sometimes she even talks to me.”

“Is she lulling you into a false sense of security?”

“Possibly.” I tapped my foot, thinking it over. “She still believes the agency will take her back and let her keep going on missions. If she gets a chance to escape, she’ll go for it—and try to take your team down on her way out.”

“Maybe I should sleep with a tech-gun by my bed,” Dean said.

“You don’t do that already?”

“Good point.”

Sully and Gonzo started another lap, the coach showing no sign of letting them quit. The rest of the team progressed to sit-ups on the other side of the field.

This time, when Sully entered the stretch near the bleachers and jogged up the pitch toward us, she happened to glance at the stands. She caught sight of me and jolted like she’d been Tasered.

I froze, feeling caught, as Sully’s gaze locked onto me like a laser beam. Nerves swirled through my belly as we stared at each other. What if this was a mistake? What if she hated me?

Then Sully’s shoes caught on a patch of fake grass, and she went sprawling.

I winced. “I’ve had worse reactions.”

Dean chuckled. “Let’s go talk to her.”

We climbed down from the bleachers while Sully picked herself up and brushed at a scrape on her knee, her attention focused on me.

I dug my fingernails into my palms as I walked toward her. Please let this go well. Please.

Sully watched me approach, her eyes as wide as searchlights. She looked so shocked I was afraid she’d bolt.

Instead, she took three long strides forward and threw her arms around me.

Her momentum nearly bowled me over, but I was hugging her back before I even regained my balance. She smelled of powder-fresh deodorant and plasticky fake grass. Her ponytail tickled my cheek, and her grip was fierce.

She pulled back to look at me, tears brimming in her eyes. “You’re here,” she croaked. “I can’t believe you’re here.” Then she threw her arms around me again, hugging me tightly.

“Yes,” I managed, though she was making it difficult to breathe. “I’m here.”

“Sorry for the strangle.” She released me again and wiped tears from her eyes. “I don’t even know you, but I’ve always wanted to.”

“Really?”

“Heck yes! I’ve spent most of my life looking for batchmates. I almost gave up after I was adopted from Cloneworks, but I’ve always hoped I’d find you one day.”

“Me too. I used to ask transfers if they’d ever met someone who looked like me.”

“So did I!” She grabbed my hand, as though making sure I was real. Her skin was warm despite the cold day. “So, where have you been all my life?”

“I was at Stillman Campus. Grid City outskirts.”

“Parton,” Sully said. “It’s down south. I left when I was eight. Did you ever find any others?”

“Not like that, but I’ve met one other since.” I smiled, feeling giddy. “I’m Jane, by the way.”

“Joan Sullivan.” She grinned broadly. “My friends call me Sully.”

“Nice to meet you, Sully.”

“How did you find me?”

I hesitated. “It’s a long story.”

Her friend Gonzo was gawking at us from a few paces away, close enough to hear every word.

“Can I talk to you in private?” I asked, lowering my voice. “I have some important things to tell you.”

“Obviously, we can talk! You think I’m letting you disappear?” She glanced across the field at her crossball team and bit her lip. “Can you meet me after practice in an hour? Coach Hodge will literally murder me if I leave now.”

“Sure.” I gave her the name of an artsy café we’d passed on the way to the school, hardly daring to believe she was happy to see me. This was what I had always imagined, what I’d always wanted. After the way Janette had acted at our first meeting, I wasn’t sure I’d ever find a batchmate who was as thrilled to meet me as I was to meet her.

“I know that place,” Sully said. “I’ll be there by five.” She looked past my shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “Uh, who’s the hottie?”

“That’s Dean. I’ll introduce you at the café.”

“Can’t wait.” Sully grinned at me for a minute longer, as though she’d forgotten she was supposed to be getting back to practice.

“Sullivan! Gonzales!” The coach shouted across the field, her jaw piece amplifying her voice, and we all jumped. “Are you trying to get kicked off this team? Get moving!”

Sully sighed and resumed running laps with her friend. She looked back at me several times, and I was afraid she’d face-plant again. She might even think it was worth it.

I had a feeling we were going to be friends.


CHAPTER
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Dean and I waited for Sully in the café, sipping spiced hot chocolates by the large front window. The cozy, abstract-art-themed café opened onto a pedestrian overpass where people could stroll above the rail lines and visit the shops without worrying about traffic or weather. The floor rumbled with the vibrations of railcars and buses speeding along the lines a level below us.

As rush hour approached, the walkway grew busy with people starting home from work or doing their evening shopping. I scanned the crowds, eager for any sign of my batchmate.

“Do you think she’ll show up?”

“Of course.” Dean reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “She was ecstatic to meet you.”

“I hope so. I’m worried the agency will intercept her.”

“The implant doesn’t have a direct link to their system. That’s why it’s undetectable. They won’t know you talked to her until her handler gets a download from the device.”

I bounced my leg anxiously. “She’ll be safe with us by then, right? We can bring her back to the Vault?”

“She’ll be safe with us by then.” He couldn’t possibly know when Sully’s handler would download her data, but I appreciated his resolute tone.

I laced my fingers through his. “Thanks for coming with me today.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Think this counts as our second date?”

“Why not?” He rubbed the inside of my wrist with his thumb, making my skin tingle. “With Vance keeping me so busy, I’ll take what I can get.”

I smiled, wishing we could go on a normal date like a normal couple. It might even involve watching sports and drinking hot cocoa in a cute café. Neither of us had gotten to be normal in a long time. There was too much at stake for us both.

I returned my attention to the walkway outside the window. What’s taking Sully so long?

A group of clones passed the café, wearing their sponsor’s uniforms—matching jackets sporting the company logo. The clones stuck close together, as though worried they’d be accosted alone. Passersby shot them openly hostile glares, something that would never have happened in Grid City six months ago. The campaign to stir up anti-clone sentiment was working too well.

Something needed to change soon, or the damage would be permanent. What was Lavinia waiting for? The recording we’d slipped her would discredit Solidarity and the Toxic Triplets and show everyone the anti-cloners were trying to manipulate them. She owned the majority share in a clone company. I didn’t understand why she wasn’t protecting her products.

If we hadn’t nabbed Janette, the agency would have the recording too. I wondered if they’d have used it to protect clones and hamper Henry Ironside’s plans. They collected secrets in order to influence powerful people, but I still didn’t know who got to decide what they did with them.

More and more people entered the walkway, clogging my view through the café window. I twisted in my chair, searching for Sully in the crowd. It was past five, and she still hadn’t appeared.

I blew out a breath in frustration. “Where did all these people come from?”

“There are several media companies and a big nanotech office in this quadrant,” Dean said after glancing at a map on his gridwatch. “And that’s the entrance to a major military facility.” He pointed to an imposing building a block away. Only its foundations were visible from our angle. Security bots and soldiers guarded the walkway-level entrance, glaring ominously at passersby. “That’s probably where Sully’s adoptive father works.”

“Why did they place Sully with him? It’s not like he takes her to work. How much intel could she possibly gather?”

“My guess is they’re not looking for specific pieces of military intelligence.” Dean sipped his hot chocolate thoughtfully. “The agency specializes in collecting compromising personal information. They could blackmail General Sullivan into doing what they want.”

“Like starting a war?”

“I doubt that’s what they’re after. There’s big money in the military. Think of all the equipment and supplies it purchases every year, from specialized combat drones to food for its human soldiers. If the agency influences the right officer’s decisions, they could ensure that key suppliers profit.”

I frowned. “You still think this is all about money?”

“I do. Whatever the doctor told you about his organization working for the good of New State, someone is still having their pockets lined.”

“Maybe that could help us identify who gives the orders.”

He smiled. “Now you’re thinking like an info specialist.”

I sipped my spiced cocoa, studying the pedestrians passing the café window. Some had the upright bearing I associated with military types from streaming shows—I’d never actually met a real New State soldier. There weren’t many. Modern warfare and peacekeeping involved more drones, bots, and cybersecurity experts than fighters. Still, some of those people must work with Sully’s father.

Suddenly, Dean sat up straighter. “There she is.”

I leaned forward, nearly knocking over my mug as I followed his gaze.

Outside, Sully strode briskly toward the café, looking excited but nervous, her friend Gonzo at her side. I frowned, sure I’d been clear about the whole talking-in-private thing. When they were still a hundred feet away, they stopped and conferred for a moment, then Gonzo turned into a gridwatch shop across the walkway and a few doors down from the art café. The place had large windows that would allow Gonzo to watch us from a distance.

Sully continued toward us alone.

“She arranged for backup,” Dean said. “Smart.”

“Do you think Gonzo could be her handler?”

He drummed his fingers on the table, considering. “We shouldn’t rule it out, but my instinct says she’s too young. Sully must have picked up on how odd it was for you to ask her to meet secretly at a second location. She probably told her friend to call for help if anything goes wrong.”

“I’m glad she’s careful.”

Sully drew nearer, an eager bounce in her step. Her crossball jacket hung open despite the chill. I was tempted to dash out to meet her but didn’t want to spook her.

All of a sudden, a large man emerged from an intersecting walkway a dozen paces behind Sully. He had a crewcut, a plaster on his recently broken nose, and a familiar Frankenstein’s-monster forehead.

It was Logan from the agency.

He fell in behind Sully, steadily closing the distance between them.

I gasped. “No. That’s⁠—”

“I see him.” Dean reached under the table and drew a bio-Taser from his ankle holster. “Call the car. I’ll grab her.”

“Wait. You can’t get into a shooting match out there. She could be hurt.”

Logan strode at a deliberate pace to avoid drawing attention. Was he just watching Sully? Or had he come to decommission her? I feared I’d signed her death warrant by making contact.

“She might not go with you anyway,” I said, tapping my gridwatch on the table to pay for our hot chocolates. “I have to be the one to get her.”

“I’ll slow him down, then,” Dean said. “Get her off the walkway to the rail level. Send a grid marker to the car.”

“Got it.”

We dashed out the door, pulling on our jackets haphazardly. Dean swerved to one side of the crowded walkway, and I darted to the other.

Sully saw me hurrying to meet her and began to smile. Logan loomed behind her, drawing ever closer, the outline of a weapon visible through his tech jacket.

Across the walkway, Dean broke into a jog, raising a hand as though hailing a friend, and rammed into Logan hard enough to push him back a step.

I grabbed Sully’s elbow, trying to channel Janette when she’d swooped me from the train station so efficiently.

“This way.” I pivoted toward the nearest walkway exit. “I’ve got y⁠—”

“Hey!” She twisted out of my grip, stronger than I’d expected, looking like she might throw a punch for good measure. “You’re not seriously trying to kidnap me, are you? Gonzo thought⁠—”

“There’s no time,” I hissed. “You’ve got a tail.”

“I what?”

“You’re in danger. We need to move now.”

She hesitated for a split second. Then curiosity overcame her wariness, and she followed me onto the intersecting walkway. It led straight into a shopping mall with no exit to the ground level.

As we hurried toward the mall entrance, I looked back. Dean was apologizing to Logan for knocking into him, bracing both hands on his shoulders to keep him from pulling away. Dean was tall and fit, but he looked boyish next to the agency giant.

Logan ignored his rambling apologies, scanning the crowds. He spotted me and jerked free of Dean’s grasp.

“Run!” I shouted to Sully.

We sprinted to the end of the walkway and burst through the doors to the shopping mall. It was just as busy as the walkway had been, and as we raced down the shiny corridor between the storefronts, we had to dodge slow-moving shoppers and push through larger groups, leaving a chorus of annoyed shouts in our wake.

“Who is that guy?” Sully asked as she ran at my side, her long ponytail swinging.

“I’ll explain later.”

“My friend was keeping an eye on me. Will she⁠—”

“If she has the sense not to tackle him, she’ll be fine.”

Looking over my shoulder, I couldn’t see Logan or Dean through the crowd. I hoped Dean had summoned the stealth car. We needed to get out of there before more agency goons showed up.

Sully and I ran on, our shoes squeaking on the polished floor. We knocked into shoppers and careened around corners, searching for an exit. The mall was bigger than I’d expected, more of a maze.

“Let’s try this way.” I turned down another broad corridor and glimpsed Logan forcing through the crowd behind us. “He’s still after us.”

“I see him!” Sully shouted. “Faster!”

This corridor was less crowded, allowing us to run flat out. Sully quickly outpaced me, and she chose the next few turns. I raced after her, pumping my arms and legs, gasping for breath, but I began to fall behind. My sporty batchmate showed no signs of tiring, even though she’d just practiced crossball for an hour. At this rate, Logan was more likely to catch me than her.

Suddenly, Sully wheeled around and sprinted to a shop entrance. “Over here, Jane!”

I darted after her, picking a moment when people milled between me and Logan so he couldn’t see which doorway I’d taken. I hadn’t seen Dean since we entered the mall.

“This place has a back exit,” Sully said as we dashed through the shop, which sold cheap bot-made jeans. A customer exclaimed angrily when Sully accidentally knocked her purchases out of her hands. “Sorry!”

We reached the back of the shop, where a curtained doorway led to changing rooms and an analyzer that would scan your body and tell you what jeans to buy. Sully raced past the analyzer, the changing rooms, and an employee-only bathroom to an emergency exit at the back. A red sign glowed encouragingly above it.

She heaved the door open, and we burst out of the mall, a cold wind gusting around us. We’d emerged at the top of a concrete stairway that led down to a double rail line running behind the mall. A handful of railbuses chugged along it, looking remarkably peaceful after our mad dash.

I paused to catch my breath, blinking in the bright winter sunshine. “How’d you know this exit was here?”

“One time, my friend Bruiser’s ex-girlfriend came into the shop while we were trying on jeans.” Sully sounded upbeat despite being chased by a giant stranger. “We had to escape without her seeing us.”

“Bruiser?”

“Her real name’s Bronwyn. She’s brutal on the crossball field.”

“Right.” I wiped sweat from my forehead and listened at the door for any sign that Logan had followed us into the jean shop. “I think we lost him.”

I tapped my gridwatch and sent a location marker to Dean’s stealth car, hoping he was safely inside it by now.

“Who was that guy?” Sully asked.

“He works for our sponsor.”

“You know who our sponsor is?” Sully seized my shoulders. “Tell me!”

“It’s complicated,” I said. “Let’s get to safety, and I’ll explain everything.”

“But if he works for our sponsor, why would he hurt us? And have you always known who they are? I was told I was a leftover, but no one knew what happened to my records. My dad couldn’t even find them. Was that on purpose? And what⁠—”

“Sully! I promise I’ll explain in a minute.” I gripped the stairway’s cold concrete banister, peering along the rail line for Dean’s car.

My watch buzzed with a message. Almost there.

“Do you see a black railcar?” I leaned farther out from the stairwell, searching in both directions.

Sully bounced on her toes beside me, curiosity radiating from her like heat. “What kind? Is it a rescue? What happened to your hot friend?”

I was starting to see why my barrages of questions annoyed people sometimes. “He should be here any⁠—”

Suddenly, the sound of heavy footsteps reached us through the mall door. Someone was coming toward us. Someone large.

“He found us.” I grabbed Sully’s hand, and we rushed down the concrete steps.

At that moment, a horn rang out, and a familiar railcar sped toward us, swapping rails to speed past the traffic. We reached the bottom of the steps just as the car skidded to a halt beside us.

The matte-black dome opened, and Dean swung partway out, grabbing the doorframe for balance and raising his bio-Taser. Sully shouted in surprise and ducked as Dean fired the Taser over our heads.

Logan had emerged from the mall exit behind us. He dove behind the concrete banister for cover and fired down at us with a tech-gun. Bullets pinged against the sides of the stealth car.

I rushed inside, dragging Sully with me. Dean swung in after us and slammed the door. Then he shouted an order, and we took off, speeding away from Logan, bullets pinging off the vehicle.

“That was too close,” I breathed, collapsing onto the passenger seat. Sully maneuvered around me in the cramped space, a surreal echo of my escape from Grid Central Station with Janette.

“Sorry about that,” Dean said. “The car took longer than I expected. Any injuries?”

“We’re fine, I think.”

Dean and I grinned at each other across the railcar, a little giddy from another razor-thin escape. He looked great in his retro jacket, windblown and bright-eyed from the chase.

“Not the most conventional second date, was it?” I asked.

He laughed. “My favorite kind.”

“Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” Sully demanded. “Was that guy trying to kill us?”

Her words jolted me back to reality. “Uh, maybe. That, or he was trying to grab me and bring me back to our sponsor.”

Sully’s eyes widened. “And that would be bad, I take it?”

I patted the seat cushion next to me. “You’d better get comfortable. This is a long story.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY



We stayed in the stealth car, circling around Grid City, while I told Sully everything. I described the secret government agency that had installed undetectable surveillance implants in our bodies then abandoned us on Cloneworks campuses until the time was right to place us with key families. The files I’d studied showed that the youngest Jane units had been adopted at four and five years old. Janette had been one of them.

“No one would suspect cute little girls who couldn’t even understand a lot of what they saw and heard. The agency could use the data they collected without anyone knowing a thing.”

As I said it all out loud, I worried she wouldn’t believe me. But Sully had spent her entire life hungry for answers, just like me. She gobbled up the story and asked for more. I responded to her questions as well as I could, though I still wasn’t sure I had the complete picture.

“What do they do with all that data?” she asked, her freckled forehead wrinkling. “And how do they decide how to use it?”

“That’s one of the things I’m trying to find out,” I said. “They claim they work for the benefit of New State as a whole, but I don’t think that’s the full story. What they did to our batch was illegal and inhumane, and it shouldn’t be allowed to continue.”

“I’ll say!” Sully rubbed her sternum, as though searching for signs of her implant. She looked a little queasy. “And the guy chasing us? He’s one of their goons?”

“Yes. I’m not sure what he was trying to do.” It was no coincidence that Logan had shown up in Sully’s neighborhood at the same time as me. Maybe the agency had been monitoring her, waiting for me to make contact. Or maybe he’d had another way of knowing I’d be there.

I looked over at Dean. “Do you think they’ve been tracking me somehow, and he came here to catch me?”

Dean frowned. “You didn’t have any devices on you when you escaped, except for the bead drive.”

I took the sapphire bead out of my pocket—I carried it with me at all times—and handed it over. “Can you tell if it has a tracker? Maybe one they can’t detect from the Vault and they’ve just been waiting for me to come outside?”

Dean opened a gear compartment in the side of the railcar and took out a slim scanner device. He ran it over the bead drive on a variety of different settings, but it didn’t produce any telltale beeps. “It’s clean.”

“Could they…” I swallowed and started again. “Could they have installed a tracker in my body? I was unconscious for a lot of the time I was in there, and the doctor was studying me.”

Revulsion swept through me at the thought. I’d lived most of my life with a nonfunctioning implant, and I hated the idea that Doc had put something new in my body without my knowledge.

Dean met my eyes, seeming to understand my fear. “I don’t have the right scanner for that here, but we’ll check the minute we get back.”

“Thank you.”

Sully had been watching our exchange closely. “This agency thing sounds like seriously bad news. You said you’ve found our other batchmates, too, right? We should warn them.”

A profound sense of relief swept through me. Sully got it. “I’m working on that. One knows already, and several… several are dead.” I hadn’t explained Janette’s hostage status yet. They’d meet in person soon enough. We’d actually get to tackle this problem together, like real batchmates. “There’s a clone in United West we need to visit and another who went missing a few years ago. I have no idea how we’ll find her.”

“My dad can help,” Sully said at once. “He’s a general in the army. I’ll ask him to pull some strings.”

“I don’t think you understand.” I shifted in the cramped car, casting about for a delicate way to explain it. “You’ve been surveilling your dad. If he gets involved, they’ll blackmail him to keep him quiet. You didn’t know you were doing it, but you’ve been collecting ammunition on him for your entire life. You can’t tell him.”

Sully’s expression went stony. “Hold on a minute. Why should I believe you? You could be using me to get to my dad. Is that why you kidnapped me?” She peered out the window, as though seeking familiar landmarks. “Are you going to ask for ransom?”

“You haven’t been kidnapped,” I said impatiently.

“Then why are you trying to cut me off from my dad? We tell each other everything.”

I winced, thinking of all the valuable intel she must have provided the agency if that was true.

“These people could hurt your father, Sully. I don’t think you should go back to him.”

“What are you saying?” Her voice wavered. “I can never go home?”

“Not never. But they’ll keep accessing your implant and using everything you see and hear for their advantage. If you don’t want that to keep happening, we need to stop them. I think it’s safer if you stay with us until we defeat them.”

Sully frowned, pulling the sleeves of her crossball jacket over her hands. “How long will that take?”

I hesitated. “Well, I don’t know. We don’t exactly have a plan yet.”

“Will you go to the media? Tell the government? Oh, wait. They are the government. What does defeating them even mean?”

“I’m not sure.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “A lot of the government doesn’t know about them. It’s possible that appealing to certain members of Congress could help. Or we could try to sabotage them somehow. I’ve been focused on our batch, but they have other clone models with implants too.” I rolled the bead drive around on my thigh. “They use clones like we’re not even human.”

Sully stared at me for several moments, her light-brown eyes an exact match for my own. Her abundant freckles made her look more different from me than Janette did, though.

“I should go home,” Sully said abruptly.

I blinked. “What?”

“I want to go home now.”

I exchanged glances with Dean, not sure what I’d said wrong. “Why?”

“You might be telling the truth about all this, Jane, but I can’t just abandon my life.”

“But—”

“It’s my senior year. I’ve spent the past ten years moving around to different schools and rebuilding my life from scratch over and over again.” She plucked at the logo on her crossball jacket. “I have a good thing here. I don’t want to start over again.”

“But the implant⁠—”

“Has been there all along, apparently.” Sully reached up to tighten her ponytail, her tone brusque. “I hate the idea—don’t get me wrong—but I shouldn’t have to abandon my family and friends because of it. If this conspiracy is as gigantic as you claim, you’re not going to be stopping them anytime soon. Why should I walk away from everything I love?”

“Because you might be in danger!”

“You said that goon was probably there to grab you, not me.” She turned to Dean. “Can you drive me home, please, Hot Stuff? We’ve talked enough.”

Dean’s eyebrow twitched at the nickname, but he looked at me. “Your call, Jane.”

“Why should it be her call?” Sully asked heatedly. “It’s my life.”

“I’m trying to rescue you!”

“According to you.” She scooted toward the door, reaching for the handle. “You know what? Just drop me off here. I’ll get an auto-cab.”

I grabbed her arm before she could leap out of the moving railcar. “Wait. That was just a theory about Logan. He could come back for you. He could kill you!”

Sully shrugged. “Why would he do that, if I’m still gathering the information he wants?”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Look, I don’t want to keep being a mole.” Sully pulled her arm free but didn’t try to open the door again. “Maybe my dad and I can figure out how to turn off the implant so it’s not recording us anymore. He has lots of smart people working with him.”

“You can’t tell him,” I insisted. “You’d only put both of you in danger. The agency might try to silence him.”

Her jaw set. “My dad can handle himself.”

“Sully—”

“No. I need to go home.” She pulled her sleeves over her hands again, a hint of fear in her eyes. “This is too much. You can’t carry me away to some secret lair somewhere.”

“It’s not like that,” I said, even though “secret lair” was an apt description of the Vault. I couldn’t blame her for feeling a little kidnapped. “Please come with me.”

Sully sighed. “If you want to hang out again, Jane, I’d really like that. But I want to finish a full year at the same school for once. I want to win the crossball season and go to prom with my friends. I’m not letting the dude with the forehead chase me away from my own life.”

Frustration rippled through me, and I bit my lip to keep from snapping at her. In my opinion, Sully was stupid to even consider going home. The danger must not feel as real to her as it did to me.

But she was right that she should get to live a normal life. That was what I wanted for all of us. Keeping one of my batchmates prisoner in the Vault was already making me feel guilty enough.

“I don’t know if I can keep you safe if you stay.”

Dean cleared his throat. “They might not hurt her if she continues on as usual. Logan could have been trying to stop you from having this conversation, but now that she has decided to keep their secret, the agency might keep her in the field, so to speak.”

I frowned. “That’s a big risk.”

“We can watch over her. We’ll look out for Logan in particular.” Dean raised his eyebrows significantly, as though trying to tell me something. “We can follow him back to their secret headquarters. His turning up is a major breakthrough for us. We need to find that tower.”

I was confused at first. I hadn’t told Vance that I’d seen the rooftop view from headquarters in case it could be useful as leverage, but Dean knew that I knew. Then I understood. If Sully went back to her normal life, the agency would download her implant’s recording of this conversation. On it, they’d see that we knew all about Logan and would be looking out for him. Dean was ensuring he couldn’t go near Sully without being compromised. The agency still didn’t know anything about the kinds of resources Dean might be able to bring against them, and that had to worry them. As an added bonus, he’d make them think we didn’t have any clue where headquarters was, giving them an extra reason to keep Logan away from Sully so no one could follow him back.

I met Dean’s gaze, nodding to show I understood. “We’ll keep eyes on her at all times?”

“Absolutely. Remember that they want to keep their activities quiet, and Sully is offering exactly that. She should be safe.”

“Sounds good to me,” Sully said.

I still didn’t want to let Sully go, but kidnapping my batchmates was the opposite of what I was trying to accomplish. Besides, the agency already knew I was trying to thwart them, and they’d already seen Dean’s face and railcar. Letting them download the recording of this conversation wouldn’t catch us any more trouble than we were already in. If anything, it might get Doc in trouble because now they’d know just how much he’d told me about them. Served him right.

I heaved a sigh. “Fine. We’ll take you home. But keep your eyes open. See if you can identify the handler who’s collecting your downloads.” Maybe that would convince them to keep their distance for a while too. “Tell us right away if anyone gives you trouble.”

I sent her the contact card for my Virginia Alexander gridwatch and nodded at Dean. He tapped the control console to turn the car toward her neighborhood. Unfamiliar buildings flashed past the windows, making me realize I had no idea where we’d ended up on our meandering cruise around the city. I supposed I understood why Sully felt nervous and trapped.

“Remember not to tell a soul about this,” I said. “When they get your next download, you have to demonstrate that you’re not planning to expose them.”

“But my father⁠—”

“Don’t tell him in particular. He’ll be safe as long as you keep him in the dark.”

Sully’s jaw jutted stubbornly at that, but she nodded, finally seeming to grasp the risk she was taking. “Okay, I’ll keep my mouth shut and act normal.”

“Good.”

“Don’t wander around alone either,” Dean said. “Our team will watch out for you, but if those people take you to headquarters, you’re never getting out again.”

Sully nodded reluctantly. “I’ll be careful.”

“This won’t be for long,” I said. “We’ll figure out a way to get the agency to leave us alone for good. We need to do that before any of us get to lead normal lives.”

Sully looked over at me, our eyes locking the way they had across the field when she first saw me, and I remembered our delirious, mutual joy at finding each other at last. “If anyone can beat them, I reckon it’s you, Jane.”

“Thanks.” I appreciated her faith in me, even though I wasn’t sure I’d earned it.

“We’re back in North Quadrant.” Dean tapped the control console to slow the railcar. We passed beneath the walkway with the artsy café, glided around the base of the shopping mall, and turned onto a street lined with residential apartments and pod-stacks. “We shouldn’t get too near your building.”

“I can walk from here,” Sully said. “Thanks for the ride, Hot Stuff.” She paused. “And thanks for coming to talk to me, Jane. Let’s hang out again.”

“Call me if you get in trouble or if you see Logan or any other suspicious characters.”

“Will do.” She hesitated, and I hoped she’d change her mind after all. Instead, she lunged forward to hug me, warm and fierce and smelling of clean sweat. Then she climbed out onto the pavement, fixed her messy ponytail, and strode away without looking back.

I released a breath. “That wasn’t how I wanted today to end.”

“She probably feels overwhelmed.” Dean tapped the railcar control and followed Sully at a distance, making sure she made it into her apartment building. “She might change her mind when she realizes how much she’s recording just by existing.”

“Can we really keep watch on her all the time?”

“I said that for the implant recording, but I can’t guard her twenty-four seven.” Dean grimaced. “Vance seems determined to work me to death.”

“He has been keeping you awfully busy.” I drummed my fingers on my knees, thinking of all the resources and experience Vance’s team possessed. “I don’t suppose we could get him to help us take down the agency?”

“Only if you convince him it’s profitable for him. That’s all he cares about.”

I detected a note of hurt beneath Dean’s cynical comment. Vance had taken him in when he was a scared kid living above a bot-repair shop. He’d given Dean a surrogate family and offered a chance to get his parents back—or at least to work against the man who’d taken them away—and Vance had been using Dean ruthlessly for his skills ever since.

I’d never forget the look of gut-wrenching betrayal on Dean’s face when he realized that Vance wasn’t going to let him use Janette’s recording against Henry Ironside. Dean had done everything Vance had asked of him, and in return, Vance had dismissed his deepest desires with a callousness that made my blood boil.

As North Quadrant slipped farther behind us, I reached across the car to grip Dean’s hand. “I’m sorry you still have to work with him. I know it’s because of me.”

Dean sighed and turned my hand over to trace the lines on my palm. “Back in Harbortown, I thought I was finally free. Those few days working to get the Ironside recording for ourselves were some of the best I’ve ever spent.”

“Me too.” Electricity danced along my skin at his touch, making it difficult to concentrate. “It’ll pay off. Lavinia will use that recording to make Mr. Ironside’s life hell, and Vance won’t be able to do a thing about it.”

“I hope so.” Dean’s brow furrowed. “I suppose it’s worth asking if Vance will help us go after the agency.” He met my eyes. “But that’ll put us deeper in his debt. That’s not something we should take lightly.”

I wished I had a better idea, but Vance was our only ally. “Maybe I should try to help with some of the team’s work. Pay back a favor or two. The more Vance appreciates me, the more likely he’ll be to listen.”

“I don’t know if he’ll agree to that, but you can offer.” Dean gave me a smile that was a little bit sad. “Fancy becoming an information specialist?”

“You could say it’s what I was made to do.” I rubbed my sternum. “Shall we get home? I want to make sure I don’t have any shiny new tracker implants.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He tapped the control console then glanced at me shyly. “Home, eh?”

“The closest thing I have to it, I guess.” I met his eyes, my chest tightening. It wasn’t the Vault itself that was starting to feel like home. “Dean?”

“Yes?”

“If working with Vance ever becomes too much, I’ll walk away with you, debts or no debts. He doesn’t get to own you forever.”


CHAPTER
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Dean scanned me the second we returned to the Vault, but I didn’t have any new trackers in my body. Logan must have been watching Sully after all. I still wasn’t sure what he’d been trying to do when he chased us through North Quadrant. Did he want to stop me from telling her the truth, capture me, or hurt her?

I asked Janette’s opinion on my next visit to her room.

“How am I supposed to know what he was up to?” She paused the sit-ups she’d been doing when I entered. “I’ve been here the whole time.”

“If you had to guess?”

She shrugged. “He was probably trying to intercept you.”

“That’s what I thought.” I sat cross-legged on the floor beside her. “Do you think he was ordered to kill me?”

“Either that, or he wanted to use you to find me—maybe even against orders. It’s the sort of thing he’d do.” Janette couldn’t quite hide the note of affection in her voice. “He was being careless if he let you see him, though. He’s normally better than that.”

I rested my chin in my hand, pleased she was willing to talk today. She seemed in reasonable spirits for once. “Doc said Logan thinks of you as a little sister.”

She snorted. “That lunkhead is too sentimental for his own good.” Despite her words, I caught a surge of emotion on her face as she resumed her sit-ups. “But yes. He’d risk exposure if he thought he could get me back.”

Doc too. That boded well for Janette’s chances of survival if the agency ever captured her again. I felt a tight pinch of guilt over the fact that I was keeping her away from her pseudo family. But their warm working relationship didn’t change anything about what they’d done to her or what they were continuing to do to an unknown number of unwitting clone operatives.

“Do you think Logan will be back to hurt Sully? We can’t protect her every minute of the day.” I still hadn’t figured out how I was going to reach my batchmate in United West or find the missing one either. “Our theory is that they’ll want to keep her in position for as long as possible.”

Janette went quiet for so long that I thought she wasn’t going to answer. But she finished her sit-ups, wiped her face with a towel, and turned to face me, mimicking my cross-legged stance. “That’s a decent theory. It’s difficult and expensive to raise a surveillance clone, and Jane units are especially valuable. If they think they can get more use out of Joan Sullivan, even now that she knows about them, they’ll stretch the mission.”

That tracked with all the effort they’d put into getting Janette into Janie’s position. The Ironside post had been important. Apparently, the Sullivan post was too. “Why are Jane units especially valuable?”

“We’re good,” Janette said simply. “We take risks to find out interesting secrets without even needing to be trained. They love it.”

I wasn’t sure I liked that assessment. I’d wanted to find out my purpose, the reason I’d been bred and raised, the reason for my existence, but the reality of it had chipped away a bit of my identity. I hadn’t always appreciated my individuality when I had it.

“Do you know why we’re like that?” I asked. “Did they modify us, or are we exact replicas of an original?”

Janette looked at me for a moment, her hands resting on her knees, her expression inscrutable. “We had an original.”

“Really?” I hadn’t expected her to answer that one. “Do you know anything about her? Was she some sort of super spy? Is she still alive?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

“Are you sure?”

Janette’s eyelids flickered. “The details of our creation weren’t in the files you stole from the agency, I take it?”

“No, that was mostly background data on our batchmates. I think it was for new handlers who need to get up to speed. I also got files on three other models—” I stopped. Janette was leaning toward me, drinking in every word. “You don’t know which files I took, do you? You’re trying to find out what I know and what I’m doing with it in case it can help them. You’re still hoping to go back and give a report like a good little Jane unit!”

She met my gaze coolly. “You can hardly blame me. I’ve told you before that I like my job.”

I leaped to my feet, annoyed that I’d fallen for the mirrored posture and casual curiosity.

Despite feeling a little betrayed that she’d tried to play me, I sensed something important in the way she’d talked about our original and our batch’s creation. The details must be in the agency computer system. I didn’t know what the significance might be or how I was going to put the pieces together, but I would find a way. Our batch wasn’t just curious—we were stubborn too.
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I decided to put my Jane skills to good use and offered to start working for Vance. His team always had too much to do and too little time, and I figured they’d appreciate the extra pair of hands.

“Let me get this straight,” Vance said when I floated the idea in his office one morning. “You’re asking for chores? What’s your angle?”

“No angle. You’ve helped me out a lot. I want to repay some of your generosity.”

Vance barked a laugh. “We’ve got to work on your subterfuge. That’s a bald-faced lie, kid.”

“Okay, fine.” I leaned toward him, resting my elbows on his desk. “I want to learn from you, sort of like an apprenticeship. I have no idea what I’m going to do with my life, but your information specialists have it pretty good. I could help out around here and learn skills that might come in handy with what I’m up against.” I left it at that, not wanting to be too obvious about how I wanted his help in that fight.

Vance narrowed his eyes, and I had a feeling I hadn’t fooled him. Maybe he’d think I was trying to get Dean a little extra time off to spend with me—we didn’t get nearly enough of it.

“Let’s say I have a few tasks in mind for you—stuff so easy a child could do it. What would you want in return? Besides that apprenticeship bullshit.”

“Freedom to come and go from the Vault,” I said at once. “You let me go visit my batchmate, which I appreciated, and I want to be able to check on her. I have friends outside who are worried about me too.” I hadn’t messaged Sine since before Christmas. She must think I’d ditched her—or gotten myself murdered after all.

Vance adjusted his cuffs, looking at me thoughtfully. “That might be doable, on the condition that you only go in or out with one of the team. They can drop you off wherever as long as it doesn’t get in the way of their work, but I can’t have you wandering in and out of our secure entrances.”

“That makes sense.” I grinned. “So you’ll let me work for you? Should I follow someone? Record a secret meeting?”

“Don’t get too excited, kid.” Vance smirked, leaning back in his chair. “You know, I think it’s high time someone inventoried the disguise closet.”

“Inventory?”

“Got some nice tedious data-entry tasks that have been piling up. Maybe a bit of ironing too.” He arched an eyebrow. “You sure you still want the gig?”

I sat up straighter, reminding myself that this was the first move in one of those long games Vance had told me about. “I’m in.”
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Over the next few weeks, I made myself useful however I could, digging through dusty piles of documents for receipts, organizing shoes by size and color, and even mopping the flagstones in the main hall. The work wasn’t glamorous, but it made a nice change from reading agency files until my eyes ached.

Vance kept his word about letting me go outside as long as a team member could drop me off far from the Vault’s entrance and pick me up afterward. When Dean was busy with his own jobs, I caught rides with Pat or Akira or other members of the crew, getting to know them a little better each day. They were a good-natured bunch, quick to tease me but also happy to teach me the tricks of their unique trade. Even Vance gave me a ride once and spent the whole time giving me tips on how to spot security cameras and keep them from recording my face.

Whenever I left the Vault, I wore disguises in case I encountered anyone from the agency. The cold weather made it easy to conceal my body in various coats, ponchos, and temperature-sensitive tech-cloaks. The disguise closet had a truly impressive wig collection too.

I used some of these excursions to check on Sully, making sure she was still going to school and crossball practice and watching for any signs Logan was hassling her. Dean called in a few favors with his colleagues so they’d look in on her when they were in North Quadrant too. We didn’t contact her again. No sense in provoking the agency.

After I completed an assortment of mundane tasks without complaint, Vance let me try a few actual jobs outside the Vault. I strolled along behind targets, logging their daily movements, and casually positioned myself to overhear conversations in railbuses and restaurants, my gridwatch recording away. Vance’s crew had many clients, so I didn’t know how the fragments I collected would fit together, but it was a fun challenge to avoid being seen and blend into the background in different scenarios.

Honestly, I enjoyed the work a lot. I almost didn’t want to admit how much fun I was having, all too aware how close it was to what Janette had done for the agency. It felt hypocritical to engage in the same activities I was keeping her from doing.

It’s a means to an end, I reminded myself. You’re cultivating an ally, nothing more.

After a few weeks of showing Vance how helpful I could be, I broached the topic of his team joining the effort to take down the NSCIA.

He refused outright. “I’m not making an enemy of a government agency, kid.”

“But they’re hurting innocent clones and abusing their power.”

“And? I don’t have a death wish.”

“You asked me all those questions about them when I first got here. I thought maybe⁠—”

“I trade in information. Of course I asked questions. Doesn’t mean I plan to go toe to toe with them. Do you even know what it would take to bring down a group with their resources?”

“Not exactly. I figure if we expose them in the media and get Congress involved, that could help. Or we could find out where the rest of the clone operatives are and rescue…”

He was shaking his head before I even finished. “Not a chance, kiddo.”

I brought up the subject several more times, hoping to wear him down without using up his patience. Vance had a spiky personality, and even though he seemed to have a bit of a soft spot for me, irritating him was risky. I needed him to keep Janette and me hidden. No matter how many errands I ran or how much I helped out around the Vault, he could still toss us out on our ears without a moment’s notice.

Moreover, Vance still didn’t know Dean and I had gone behind his back to get our own copy of Janette’s Ironside recording. I couldn’t push him too far.
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As much as I enjoyed doing little jobs for Vance, I tried not to forget how he’d treated Dean. He had spent years working for the team and had still been denied what he wanted most.

“Just don’t get your hopes up,” he warned me when I asked if he thought my working for Vance was a mistake. “He’ll always do what benefits him.”

“And his clients?”

“Them too. To get him on board, you’d have to show that the agency is hurting his clients specifically. You’re learning a bit about them, right?”

“In bits and pieces. He hasn’t put me on the same client’s case twice.”

I’d found Dean in the workshop on a rare morning when neither of us was on the job. Well, Dean was fixing a piece of equipment Pat needed for an upcoming surveillance mission, but that almost counted as relaxation for him. I’d brought us coffees from the kitchen and was hoping Dean would finish Pat’s device with enough time left for us to go out for bagels before my next assignment. We still hadn’t had our third date.

The workshop was a low-ceiled room featuring worktables and bins of parts, a large red toolbox, and a glass case holding tiny surveillance devices. Various half-finished projects were spread out across the tables or clamped in vises. A few were antique robots Dean was restoring. He’d shown them to me with a mix of pride and embarrassment, as though it was presumptuous of him to have a hobby. I understood too well how all-consuming his life mission had been.

I set the coffee I’d brought for Dean on his worktable a safe distance from the tiny part he was fixing. “I asked Vance to help with the agency again after I brought back a nice long recording of a target’s business lunch yesterday. He told me to quit pestering him, or he’d put me back on inventory duty.”

“That’s tame for a Vance threat. He must like you.”

“Not that it’s doing any good yet.” I leaned against the workbench, sipping my own coffee. “Don’t worry. I’m not giving up.”

Dean chuckled. “Didn’t think you were.” He adjusted a large magnifying glass on an extendable arm so he could get a better look at the tiny part. “Have you learned anything interesting from the files you stole lately?”

“I’ve exhausted the ones about my batchmates.” I fiddled with my gold gridwatch strap absently. “I’ve read so many report cards, dental records, and intercepted text messages they’re appearing in my dreams. I’m learning so much about my batchmates I almost don’t have to meet them. There’s nothing about their official mission details or targets, though.”

“You probably couldn’t fit even one of the surveillance targets’ files on a bead drive.” Dean reached for another tool. “I wonder if they hide that information from the handlers as much as possible. The more the different aspects of the missions are separated, the less chance there is one person could compromise everything.”

“That makes sense.” I thought about Carlos and his colleagues, with their small offices and their orders not to talk about mission details. Even Clementine, who had been an important agency asset, had worried someone would kill her for betraying the mission.

I hoisted myself onto the worktable next to Dean, so I was looking down at him through the giant magnifying glass. “I’m learning more about the other clone models from the three extra files I stole.”

“Right. Anne, Beatrice, and…?

“George.”

“What’s the latest?”

“Their batches are older than mine, so the files are about their jobs, friends, and other contacts, not their families and schools. Two of them are surveillance models, the Bees and Gees, as I like to think of them.”

Dean’s mouth twitched. “And the Annes?”

“They’re different. They were at Cloneworks until they were eleven, when they were taken straight to headquarters for their implant operations. Operations plural. They went back to Cloneworks until they turned eighteen and were then sent out to various jobs around the country. I’m fairly sure they know they work for the agency. Not sure about the Bees and Gees.”

Dean looked up, his gray-green eyes large through the magnifying glass. “What kind of implants do they have?”

“There were no diagrams or anything like that, but the Anna I met was extremely fast and strong for her size.” I pictured her pummeling the much larger Bridget, her hands moving fast enough to blur. “The other Annes mostly became athletes or joined the military.”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t think the agency is just into stealing secrets. They run other types of missions too.”

Dean pushed aside the magnifying glass and faced me fully. “You’ve learned a lot, Jane. You should be pleased.”

I chewed my lip, not sure I was ready to celebrate. “It’s still only a fraction of what there is to find out. Wish I were making more progress.”

Dean didn’t respond for a moment, and I realized he was looking at my mouth. I raised an eyebrow, and he gave a start and snatched up a pair of pliers at random. “So, what’s next?”

“I need to get to United West, where my other active batchmate, Jayna Quinn, lives.” I was kind of dreading talking to Jayna, worried I’d run into the same troubles with her that I’d encountered with Sully and Janette.

“United West, eh?” Dean set down the pliers and picked up a tube of adhesive. “I haven’t been out there in years.”

“I’ve never been.” United West was thousands of miles farther than I’d ever traveled. For Cloneworks kids, the country that occupied all the land west of the Rocky Mountains might as well have been on the moon.

“My parents took me for the first time when I was little.” Dean bent over the tiny device and used a toothpick to apply a dab of the sharp-smelling adhesive. “The main thing I remember is that we went to the desert and saw these trees that looked like those search-and-rescue bots with all the limbs—I was very into those as a kid.”

I grinned. “I’m shocked.”

“We also visited the Pacific Ocean. I got knocked off my feet by a sneaker wave, and my mom had to swim out to save me.”

I paused at the mention of his mother. “What’s she like? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Not at all.” Dean set down his tools and turned toward me again. “She’s brave. Even before she went toe to toe with Iron Corp, she wasn’t afraid of anything. She never let people push her around like I—” He stopped, a shadow crossing his face. “She has been through a lot over the past six years, but she’s never lost faith in me.”

His earnest tone made me realize he’d been wanting me to ask about her all along. “I hope I can meet her someday soon.” That might happen in the prison’s visiting room, but I knew Dean harbored a tiny, relentless hope that bringing down Iron Corp would give him an opportunity to clear his mother’s name and win her freedom.

My chest tightened painfully. I’d give anything to help him reach that goal.

“She’ll like you.” Dean hesitated, color rising in his cheeks. “I’ve told her about you, actually.”

“Really?”

“A bit. Not about the agency or your implant. I don’t want her to know anything dangerous.”

“Not sure what else there is to tell,” I muttered, scraping my fingernails through some dried glue on the worktable. “Sometimes I feel like that’s all there is to me.”

“Hey.” Dean pushed back his bench, frowning at me. “What the agency did to you is part of who you are, but it isn’t close to being all of it. The way you’ve responded to these circumstances matters a lot more.”

I sighed. “You mean all the flailing and foot chewing and sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong?”

He blinked. “Foot chewing?”

“As in I keep putting my foot in my mouth when it’d be better to shut up.”

“That’s one of the many things I admire about you, Jane.” He stood and moved toward me, leaning in a way that made my breath catch. “You say what you think and take risks, something that’s never been easy for me. And you work to fix things, even if it seems impossible at times.”

“It might actually be impossible.”

“It’s not.” He tipped my chin up. His hands were calloused and warm against my skin, and he smelled of coffee and adhesive. “We’ll figure this out together.”

“I like the sound of that.” As he leaned in to kiss me, I smiled, my pulse beginning to race. Maybe we could forget about bagels for today. “I wouldn’t mind hearing more about these ‘many things’ you admire.”

He grinned against my mouth. “I’ll make you a list.”
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The workshop quickly became our official hangout spot, where I could usually count on finding Dean whenever he wasn’t away on a job. It was more private than the main hall, and we sometimes spent more time stealing kisses than working on our various projects—much more enjoyable without members of the team waggling their eyebrows at us and suggesting we get a room.

I knew I should focus on my mission and not get distracted, but I couldn’t help it. Part of me just wanted to be a regular eighteen-year-old girl sneaking off to make out with the boy I liked. Dean had shouldered way more responsibility than was fair, and he’d had my back during the scariest moments of my life. He was also just plain sexy. I couldn’t get enough of the casual ease of his movements, the flecks of green in his gray eyes, the different ways he looked at me when he leaned in for a kiss, sometimes intense, sometimes playful, sometimes like it was his one and only chance. No moment with him lasted long enough.

Some days, while Dean tinkered with his antique robots or fixed the team’s gear, I sat across from him and read snippets of the news out loud. My Virginia gridwatch remained jammed inside the Vault, but Dean had rigged me a tablet that could read the agency files from the bead drive and search the Internet. These quieter times could be almost as nice as the other stuff.

One morning, as I skimmed the feeds, a news alert caught my eye. “Looks like Lavinia is holding a press conference.” I navigated to the link. “Apparently, she’s making a major announcement.”

Dean looked up sharply. “Today?”

“In a few minutes. Do you think this could be it? Is she ready to expose Ironside?”

He didn’t answer. His face paled, and he stared without seeing.

I came around the side of the worktable and touched his shoulder. “Should we get out of the Vault in case Vance figures out we’re the ones who told her?” We’d been wanting this for months, but I couldn’t help worrying it would disrupt my efforts to get Vance on our side.

Dean shook himself and ran a hand through his hair. “Let’s see what she says first. He’s out today anyway.”

I scooted onto the workbench beside him and set up my tablet so we could watch the video feed together. Dean moved stiffly to make room for me, radiating tension. He barely seemed aware of his surroundings. I squeezed his hand then turned my attention to the screen.

Lavinia Bluestone appeared. She was a severely beautiful woman with dark hair and sharp eyebrows and wore a charcoal pantsuit. Sitting at a giant desk, she was flanked by blue marble sculptures in what must be her office in Bluestone Tower. When I’d met her and her husband, Vaughn, one of Vance and Victor’s batchmates, they’d cornered me in a small security office down a service hallway. Lavinia’s real office was huge, offering expansive views of the towers surrounding the famed Bluestone spire.

Lavinia introduced herself, her voice as warm and husky as I remembered. “We at Bluestone International have the vital task of sustaining my father’s legacy, which he built from a small mining company into one of the largest conglomerates in the world. I take the task of fostering that legacy seriously, even in the face of stiff and often ruthless competition.”

I held my breath. This was it. Time to reveal what she’d learned about one of her competitors. Time for Henry Ironside to shake in his boots.

“Therefore,” Lavinia went on, “it gives me great pleasure to announce the acquisition of the Bernstein shares of one of my family’s core holdings, the venerable clone manufacturer Cloneworks, Incorporated.”

“What?”

Dean released a breath.

“I don’t understand.”

“She’s not doing it,” he said woodenly. “At least not now.”

Lavinia spoke for several minutes about how Horace Bluestone and Rita Bernstein had formed a partnership to acquire Cloneworks from the McCormick heirs decades ago, and how she was pleased that Cloneworks would henceforth be solely a Bluestone property. She thanked the Bernsteins for agreeing to the sale and went on to discuss her hopes for a new and brighter future for Cloneworks.

Confusion rippled through me. “She’s doubling down on clones?”

“Looks that way.” Dean’s jaw was tense, his eyes clouded. He tapped the screen to bring up the commentary on another newsfeed.

We leaned in to read the feed, where business experts discussed the news of the acquisition. Several commentators pointed out that Cloneworks had fallen well behind its competitors, who were employing more advanced genetic modifications and cloning techniques. Cloneworks couldn’t compete.

She must be getting a good price, one comment said. Still seems like odd timing.

It’s a bad investment, another poster weighed in. Let’s face it. The woman doesn’t have her father’s business instincts.

More comments scrolled down the screen, many of them derisive.

Terrible move. Cloneworks is no one’s first choice for workers these days.

The Bernsteins are making out like bandits. They ought to send Lavinia and that clone husband of hers a fruit basket.

“Do you think they’re right?” I asked Dean. “Is this a bad move?”

“It’s not the best.” He frowned and scrolled faster through the comments. “With the numbers Cloneworks has been doing lately, Bluestone would be better off diversifying into other industries, not betting so much on that particular company.”

I thought about how confident Lavinia had looked in the video. How certain of every word. “Could this be a sign she’s almost ready to expose the anti-cloners? Maybe she thinks it’ll give the clone industry a huge boost, and she wanted to get her hands on the Bernstein shares first. We’ve been counting on her to act in her own interests, after all.”

“That’s possible.” Dean let go of the tablet abruptly and sat back, running both hands through his hair. He couldn’t hide his disappointment that Lavinia hadn’t taken her shot at Iron Corp. “I’d rather not count on it, but yes, it’s still possible she has a plan.”

“Are you okay?”

Dean blew out a long breath. “I’d better get back to work. We have a big operation in a few days. Vance needs me to finish prepping the equipment.”

I left him to it, knowing nothing I could say would make him feel better in that moment. Frustration coiled through me along with an all-too-familiar sense of powerlessness. What was Lavinia up to?
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One morning in early March, I emerged from my room for breakfast to find the Vault in an uproar. Members of the team ran through the corridors with medical equipment in their arms, trailing bits of disguises. Almost everyone wore scrubs or other clothes that would fit in at a hospital. When I reached the main hall, a scrawny guy who’d given me a ride a few times, Tad, jogged past in a patient’s gown, the backside flapping open.

I found Akira making espresso in the kitchen. Her shiny hair looked messy, and a scorch mark marred her purple scrubs. The Tuscan sunrise on the wall screen cast orange light over her pale features.

“What’s happening?”

“Job went wrong overnight,” she croaked, her voice scratchy from smoke inhalation. “A bunch of us were working at Richmond-Bernstein General when those clone nuts turned up.”

“What clone nuts?”

“The whatchamacallits, the Terrible Trio.”

I gasped. “The Toxic Triplets?”

“Whatever. They hit the hospital while we were running a delicate bit of surveillance on a finance guy getting a controversial elective surgery in another wing.”

“What kind of elective⁠—”

“Doesn’t matter now.” Akira tossed back her espresso shot then coughed and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “He was being prepped for the after-hours procedure when the hospital went on lockdown. We didn’t get anything incriminating. We’ll have to try again when he reschedules, if he even goes through with it now.”

The elevator door opened, and two silver-haired women I hadn’t seen since my first day in the Vault entered, hauling what looked like a medbot between them—one I’d seen splayed open on a worktable in Dean’s shop a few days earlier. Both women’s faces were beet red, their eyes teary.

“What did the Triplets do?” I asked Akira, beginning to worry about Dean. He had been working late last night, but I didn’t know where. It looked as though the entire team had been out on this job.

“Same as always.” She hit a button on the drinkbot, which sputtered and released a nutty coffee aroma. “They shot a bunch of tear gas and hollered about how clones are going to take down everyone who has enslaved or exploited them. Then they set off explosives and smashed up some lab equipment. Rumor has it they stole a bunch of clone embryos waiting to be implanted in birthing pods too.”

“Yikes. What for?”

“Who knows?” Akira leaned against the counter, looking exhausted. “We weren’t supposed to be there, obviously, and now hospital security is going to double- and triple-check every camera to figure out who was helping the clones. They got through some secure doors with lock codes only a handful of people know.”

“So it was an inside job?”

“Probably, but so was ours.” The drinkbot beeped, and Akira tossed back another espresso shot, beginning to vibrate from the caffeine. “When they investigate the clones, they’ll see our team lurking around where we don’t belong. Our contact on the inside is freaking out, and Vance is having kittens.”

“He’s doing what?”

Akira hit the button on the drinkbot yet again. “We’re all in damage-control mode. If I were you, I’d keep out of the way today.”

“Will do.” I swallowed. “Was Dean there?”

“Not with me.”

“Did anyone get caught?”

“Don’t know yet.”

The drinkbot beeped, and Akira reached for the espresso.

“Uh, maybe you shouldn’t have another⁠—”

“Gotta go, kid. Catch you later.” She downed the final shot and strode away, shouting for an update.

Several people I didn’t know rushed past, nearly bowling me over, and I retreated behind the kitchen counter, watching for Dean amid the chaos. Everyone who came through the elevator doors looked tear-gassed and singed. The team often had multiple operations running, so I wasn’t sure Dean had been at the hospital, but if he had, where was he now?

“Hey, Pat!” I called out when the young info specialist strode past, trying to disentangle a stethoscope from around his neck. “Was Dean at the hospital too?”

“Yeah, he left before me. Should be back by now.”

“I don’t think he is.”

Pat yanked the stethoscope loose. “Dean can handle himself.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Pat said distractedly, not slowing down enough for me to ask more questions. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

I drummed my fingers on the counter, anxiety twirling in my belly. Dean and the team usually acted so relaxed and professional about their work, but it was a dangerous business—not to mention illegal. What if he’d gotten arrested? Or hurt?

The Vault was busier than it had been since I arrived. The hospital was nearby, so everyone had retreated there instead of dispersing to different safe houses as they normally would. The wall screens flickered ominously amid the clamor, and the stress was palpable. Any of the team could have been followed back to the Vault and be blamed for this disaster—and everything else the Triplets had done over the past few months. People began discussing whether we’d need to evacuate.

And still, Dean didn’t return.

I turned on the kitchbot to make breakfast but was too worried to eat. Trying to ignore the churning in my stomach, I opened my research-limited tablet and read the news reports about the Toxic Triplets’ attack, scanning the pictures for glimpses of Dean.

The hospital assault had hit the newsfeeds like a grenade. The Triplets had recorded the whole thing and posted a series of dramatic videos showing their hazmat-suited selves stealing the clone embryos and storing them in a special case to keep them alive. They rambled about how clones everywhere should rise up together, their zealous voices echoing one another like they had at the Ironside yacht party.

“We will not stand for abuse.”

“We will not stand for exploitation.”

“We will stand for all clones.”

After closing the embryo case, the Triplets had turned off their cameras for almost ten minutes. When the video resumed, they were striding down a hospital corridor, filling the air with billowing clouds of tear gas and shouting their slogans in triplicate. Nurses, doctors, and patients fled before them or collapsed, choking, to the floor. I could almost smell the toxic fumes as I scrutinized the video for signs of Dean.

The noxious gas soon grew so thick it hid the Triplets and their victims entirely.

Then the explosives started going off. Screams. Bomb blasts. Flashes of light. The images yanked me right back to the Bluestone bombing. My throat constricted, and I couldn’t seem to get enough air into my lungs. Even on a tiny screen, the explosions made me see bodies under blue tables and smell acrid smoke and blood. I turned down the volume, fumbling blindly with the tablet’s controls.

You’re not there, I told myself, trying to breathe deeply. Focus on finding Dean. Try to figure out what the Triplets are up to.

I watched the beginning of the video three times, restarting it before the explosions kicked off. I desperately wanted to know what the Triplets had done during that ten-minute break in the recording. They could have destroyed more equipment or stolen private information about the people who’d paid to produce the clones—which were probably personal units, if they were being birthed in a hospital rather than a clone campus. I didn’t understand why the Triplets thought their actions would do anything for clones except make their situation worse.

Trying to think like Dean and Vance, I focused on the information that could be just as valuable as any physical object—or living being. Was the dramatic assault a distraction? What had the Triplets really been trying to accomplish?

Whatever it was, they had apparently escaped the hospital unscathed. The news commentary speculated about how the Triplets had avoided the security bots that had been called when they first appeared. No one had actually seen them exit the building.

Some people suggested the Triplets were still hiding out inside the hospital. The police sent in heat-seeking bots to scour the storage areas and deployed face scanners in the corridors in an effort to catch the culprits. No wonder Vance’s team was frantic. Their colleagues could get caught in the sweeps, even though the attack had nothing to do with them.

I refreshed the feeds anxiously, searching for news about whether anyone had been caught. What if Dean was still in there, hiding under a hospital bed or running from a laser-eyed bot?

Suddenly, a hand landed on my shoulder. “It’s a mess in there.”

“Dean!” I leapt to my feet, too relieved to be annoyed he’d snuck up on me. He wore light-green scrubs that would have complemented his eyes, except they were bloodshot and watery, squinting in pain.

“Are you okay?”

He pulled up the hem of his scrubs to rub his watery eyes. “Just moved to see you, I guess.”

“Ha-ha. Let’s get that stuff out of your eyes.” I pulled him over to the kitchen sink and made him bend over it while I sprayed his eyes with the extendable faucet. The tear gas residue’s oily consistency made it difficult to wash away completely.

“That’s good enough,” he said after a second, trying to pull back.

“Hold still.” I pressed down on his shoulder to stop him. “That stuff will drip back into your eyes, and we’ll have to start all over again.”

Dean let me continue flushing his eyes with clean water, struggling to keep his eyelids open. When I finally released him, he reached up to wipe away the water. I caught his wrists before he could touch his face.

“Not so fast. You need to wash your hands and take off your clothes.”

He grinned through the dripping water. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Rolling my eyes, I grabbed a towel to dry his face. I felt shaky with relief that he was all right, but I didn’t want to let on how scared I’d been. “I’m not touching you until you get rid of all that poison. How close were you to the Triplets anyway?”

“Not close enough to see where they disappeared to, unfortunately.”

“Too bad.” This incident would bring more trouble to all the clones minding their own business, trying to work and live their lives in peace. “We need to do something about those three.”

Dean raised a damp eyebrow. “Don’t we have enough on our plates already?”

“It’s all connected. The Toxic Triplets, Solidarity, Henry Ironside—and the agency that’s been watching him. If we reveal that the anti-cloners paid off the Triplets to make clones look bad, I-CAT will look like hypocrites for using clones to do their dirty work. The Triplets will lose the support of the clones too.” I waved the towel for emphasis. “The frustrating thing is we already have the evidence.”

“Careful.” Dean glanced around to make sure no one could hear us.

“Haven’t we been careful long enough?” I twisted the towel between my hands, furious that we weren’t using the intel we’d worked so hard to get. “Let’s ask Vance to reconsider publishing the recording.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“But the Toxic Triplets are interfering with his operations now. We should remind him he has a weapon that could bring them down. Plus, if Vance releases the recording, he never needs to know we got our own copy from Janette.”

“We can try,” Dean said slowly. “Lavinia doesn’t seem to be doing anything about this. And Vance does listen to reason, if you can make a strong-enough argument.” He frowned and reached up as if to rub his face again.

I grabbed his hand to stop him. “What’s wrong?”

“Honestly? I was looking forward to starting over when he inevitably kicked us out. Things would be tough without the team’s resources, but it’d feel good to put Vance in his place.” Dean sighed. “Guess I’ll have to wait a little longer.”

“I’m sorry.” I squeezed his hand, which was still coated in that oily tear gas. Sometimes I forgot how oppressive this place must feel for him, even as I was gradually becoming part of the team. “Taking down Henry Ironside is more important than splitting with Vance, right?”

“Yes.”

“After it’s done, you can leave Vance and never look back.”

Dean hesitated. “Maybe.”

“You don’t think so?”

Before he could answer, the elevator door hissed open, and Vance strode inside, wearing a pinstriped suit with plaster dust and an unidentifiable dark liquid smearing the shoulders. He must have been inside the hospital too.

This could be a good time to remind him he could discredit the Toxic Triplets with the push of a button. Surely he’d see the benefit after they’d ruined his operation.

“Don’t touch your face,” I ordered Dean, releasing his hands. “I’ll be right back.”

I jogged over to intercept Vance. “Can I talk to you?”

“What now, Jane?” Vance grumbled. “I gave you permission to help your batch and run around playing detective. What more do you want?”

His tone gave me pause, but I hoped his irritation would strengthen my case. An operation involving so much of his team must have taken ages to coordinate, and all that effort had gone up in a puff of toxic smoke. “Do you want to get back at the people who messed up the hospital mission last night?”

He coughed and rubbed his throat. “Got something in mind?”

Encouraged, I fell in beside him. “You already have the perfect weapon against the Toxic Triplets.”

“It’s been a long night, kid,” Vance rasped. “Don’t make me play guessing games.”

“You can discredit the Triplets before they get any more clones in trouble,” I said quickly. “You still have the recording you got from Janette’s implant back in December, right?”

Vance stopped short and scowled at me. “What about it?”

I hesitated, taken aback by his sudden hostility. “Well, the Triplets are on the recording, conspiring with Solidarity and a big tycoon. Their whole revolution is an act. Maybe if you release it⁠—”

“That recording will never see the light of day,” Vance said bluntly.

“But—”

“Don’t bother with some convoluted argument about how it would serve my interests, kid. I have good reasons for keeping that encounter secret. No matter how clever all your workarounds are, I am not going to release that record.”

I blinked. “Workarounds?”

Vance rounded on Dean, who’d come up to join us. “Keep her out of my way, will you? I don’t have time for this.”

“Jane is right,” Dean said. “We should release the video. You could have prevented this fiasco. Besides, you promised me we’d take down Ironside. You have to⁠—”

“I don’t have to do anything.”

“You owe me,” Dean snapped. His sharp tone surprised me. He must be a lot more exhausted and tightly wound after the night’s disaster than I’d realized. His eyes must be killing him too.

“I owe you, do I?” Vance took a step toward him. “Explain that to me, lad. Use small words.”

Beginning to regret starting this conversation when everyone was so tense, I touched Dean’s arm, but he shook me off, facing down Vance.

“I’ve been loyal to you for years,” Dean said.

“Loyal?”

“Yes. I’ve worked hard, and in return you swore you’d⁠—”

“How dare you claim loyalty?” Vance’s expression darkened. “I didn’t pop out of a birthing pod yesterday. I know you’ve been sneaking around behind my back ever since you met that girl.” He jabbed a thumb in my direction.

“Wait,” I said. “Don’t blame Dean for what I⁠—”

“I told you to stay away from her,” Vance went on, ignoring me. “More than once. She’s brought you nothing but trouble.”

“Leave Jane out of it,” Dean said. “This is about you and the promises you made me.”

“No, this is about you going behind my back.”

“What?”

Vance’s face purpled. “Do you actually think I’m stupid, Dean?”

“No. I think you’re a liar.”

“Wait,” I said uselessly.

“What did you say to me?” Vance snarled.

“I said you’re a liar.” Dean enunciated every word. “You promised me⁠—”

Before he could finish, Vance took two steps forward and punched him in the stomach. Dean doubled over with a grunt. He wheezed, struggling to catch his breath. I was too shocked to move.

“Say it again,” Vance spat.

Faces turned toward us, and the team muttered to one another but kept their distance. The air felt charged, a thunderstorm building fast.

Dean sucked in a breath and started to straighten, a mulish expression on his face. He wasn’t done. He’d been wanting to confront Vance for months, the pressure intensifying. I should have seen it, should have understood.

Someone behind me, maybe Pat, murmured, “Let it go, man. Not worth it.”

Dean looked straight at Vance, his eyes red, determination radiating from him like heat. “You’re a⁠—”

Before he could finish, Vance drew back his fist and punched him in the face. The smack reverberated around the Vault, silencing everyone in an instant. Dean staggered.

I took a step forward, but Dean made a quick hand gesture, warning me to stay back.

Vance grabbed the front of Dean’s scrubs and hauled him upright. “I’ve had it with your insubordination,” he whispered, low and mean. “You say another word to me, kid, and you’re out, you and the girl. And I don’t leave loose ends. Do you understand?”

Dean’s body quivered with tension, and a bright-red mark bloomed on his cheekbone. I was afraid he’d wrench free and hit Vance back. Dean was taller than his boss, strong and fit and probably armed. He might win an all-out fight. But Vance was vicious—and I didn’t know whose side the rest of the team would choose. They watched the confrontation in silence. Even Pat and Akira didn’t stand up for Dean.

Vance pulled him closer, his voice a dangerous growl. “I said do you understand?”

Dean clenched his teeth, a muscle pulsing in his jaw. But he broke Vance’s gaze to glance at me, and something changed in his expression, a shift from anger to resolve. He nodded.

“Good.” Vance released him. “Now get out of my way. I have a crisis to handle.”

Vance stormed across the Vault toward his office, and the others scattered out of his way. They avoided looking at Dean, who stood as rigid as a concrete post, the red mark on his face quickly turning to a bruise.

I didn’t move, not sure whether to comfort him or give him space. We’d taken risks every time we ignored Vance’s orders, but I hadn’t expected him to react so violently. I realized it couldn’t be the first time he’d hit Dean.

“He knows,” Dean said abruptly.

“What?” I moved closer so we could talk without the others overhearing. Everyone in the Vault was busy pretending we didn’t exist anyway. “He knows what?”

“That we got the recording. He must have figured out we went behind his back.”

“How can you tell?”

“He was too angry.” Dean straightened his scrubs, which were wrinkled where Vance had grabbed him. “He wouldn’t act like that just because you asked him to do the same thing we’ve been asking him to do for months. He’s been bottling that up.” Dean sighed. “He must know what I did.”

I twisted my hem, thinking it over. Vance had treated Dean like a son at times, with affection and exasperation but not rage. He must have a deeper reason for snapping than my ill-timed suggestion to use the recording. “Maybe when they ran all those tests on Janette’s implant, they realized the data had been downloaded again. It wouldn’t take Vance long to figure out who betrayed him.” I frowned. “Do you think he’s refusing to release the recording out of spite?”

“Unfortunately, he probably has a bigger motivation.” Dean rubbed the back of his neck, wincing. “He’s profiting off of keeping it secret. I just don’t know how.”

“Could he have taken a job for Iron Corp?” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Maybe he threatened Henry Ironside with the incriminating video, and Ironside put him on retainer or something. He could pay as much as whatever Iron Corp enemy Vance was working for before.”

“That’s a decent theory.” Dean frowned in the direction Vance had gone. “I hope he wouldn’t take Ironside’s money after all the years we’ve worked against him. I hope he wouldn’t do that to me.”

I touched his arm. “He doesn’t deserve your loyalty.”

“No, probably not.” He looked down at me and heaved a sigh. “Do you think Isaac would know if his father has a new deal with Vance?”

Surprised he’d bring up Isaac of his own volition, I replied, “I don’t know. He must be back at university now.” It was weird to think of Isaac and my friends going about their normal student lives without me. “He might not know who his father’s working with these days. Though come to think of it, didn’t you hear something about a new partnership when you listened in on Mr. Ironside before? I thought it was related to his implant schemes.”

“Possibly.” Dean prodded the growing bruise on his face and winced. “We need to find out if Ironside has an arrangement with Vance. As much as I don’t like Isaac, I think maybe you should reach out to him.”

I hesitated, remembering how awkward and painful our last conversation had been. “I can’t keep using Isaac for information on his father. At some point, he’s going to choose his family’s side over mine.”

“I thought he was in love with you.”

I blinked, taken aback by the blunt statement. “I don’t know if that’s true. He loved Janie, but what he felt for me as myself might not have been real.”

“Well, he’s an idiot if he didn’t fall for you as yourself.” Dean pulled at the hem of his scrubs distractedly. “I’d better get cleaned up. Think it over, will you?”

“Okay.”

As Dean departed, the rest of the team cast wary glances at us. I rubbed my face nervously, not sure how to disentangle all the shifting loyalties in this situation.

One thing was certain: Dean deserved better than the way Vance had treated him, even before all the punching. He’d put his position on the line multiple times, standing up for me in ways Isaac never had with his father.

Suddenly, a bright, tingling pain shot through my right eye. I cursed and rushed for the sink. I’d forgotten about the tear gas residue on my hands when I rubbed my face.

My only consolation as I ran water over my stinging eye was that Vance had probably gotten it on his hands too when he hauled Dean up by the scrubs. I hoped he tried to pick his nose.
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I tried to figure out if Vance was working for Iron Corp without involving Isaac, poking through the computer system while uploading surveillance recordings and asking careful questions when the others gave me rides. But I didn’t push it, not wanting to alert Vance to my suspicions. I had a new understanding of how dangerous he could be. Even if he wasn’t in cahoots with Henry Ironside, I couldn’t risk offending him while Janette, Dean, and I still lived under his roof. Isaac was my best chance to put our fears to rest.

The next time I was outside on a job, I sent Isaac a message asking if he wanted to meet up during his spring break in late March. I didn’t know if he even planned to spend his break in Grid City, but his response would be a good indication of where we stood.

In the meantime, I decided to make another attempt to convince Sully she couldn’t keep collecting intel for the agency. Making contact was risky, but I’d seen no sign the agency was tracking my movements in the two months since Logan chased us through North Quadrant. Sully’s handlers must have seen the recording of her meeting with me by now. They knew she planned to stay where they’d put her.

I attended one of her electric crossball games, figuring the agency wouldn’t try to grab either of us in such a public location. Dean had an early-morning assignment the day of the game, so Pat and Tad dropped me off at a railbus stop on their way to a surveillance job—both dressed in plumbers’ coveralls. I rode public transport the rest of the way to Cluster School N14 alone.

As I climbed the bleachers, which had been unfolded around the crossball field, I adjusted the platinum-blond wig I’d borrowed from the disguise closet. It didn’t quite fit, and I had to keep it in place with an unfashionable headband. The last thing I needed was someone mistaking me for Sully and demanding to know why I wasn’t on the field.

The day was sunny and cool, and the stands were livelier than I’d expected, full of students and families decked out in school colors—green and gold. The air smelled of popcorn and sugar, and venderbots ambled up and down the steps. I paused to buy a recyclable snack pack from one of them. Dean had helped me connect my Virginia Alexander gridwatch to my bank account, and it felt good to have my own money to spend again.

I made my way along the bleachers, passing multiple digital banners wishing the N14 Chameleons luck on The Big One.

“What does that mean?” I asked a petite redheaded girl with a banner as I found a seat near Sully’s team’s bench. “The big one what?”

“It’s the last game of regular play in the season. If we win this game, we go to the championships!” The girl wore a hoodie in Chameleon green, and she was with several friends around my age, whose banners flashed team slogans and insulted their opponents.

I scooted closer on the cold bench. “Championships for cluster schools?”

“It’s an all-city league. We play private and religious schools and free teams too.”

“Free teams?”

“Kids who don’t attend a cluster school can join those,” Hoodie Girl explained patiently. “They just have to be the right age and live within Grid City boundaries.”

“Those are the most competitive teams,” added the friend next to her, leaning in to join our conversation. “Top athletes do pod-school alone so they can join the best free teams.”

“We’re playing one of those now.” Hoodie Girl pointed across the field at the opposing team’s bench. “Look how fierce they all are.”

I eyed the Chameleons’ rivals. Their average height was probably six inches taller than Sully’s team’s, and their crowd was big and raucous, even though they were playing on N14’s home field.

I opened my snack pack, which had a mix of salted popcorn and candy-coated chocolates inside. I offered a bite to the other girls. “Think the Chameleons have a chance?”

“We’ve got Burgess and Sullivan,” Hoodie Girl said. “They’re both having a fantastic season.”

Her friend nodded fervently. “Yeah, Bruiser and Sully are killing it lately.”

I adjusted my wig and craned my neck to look for my clone, hoping the girls wouldn’t notice the resemblance. Sully was apparently enough of a star that random people in the stands knew about her. That must be another reason she’d refused to walk away from her life. After moving around for years, she’d finally found a place where she thrived. I couldn’t help feeling envious.

I spotted Sully talking to Coach Hodges by the water cooler, bouncing on her toes to stay warm. She looked excited and focused, ready for anything.

After receiving final instructions from the coach, Sully turned on the electric crosshairs on her stick and jogged onto the field with her team. As they moved into position and faced down their larger opponents, the crowd cheered and stamped their feet on the bleachers. It was time.

At the starting buzzer, Sully stole the ball from the lead opponent and took off across the field. She passed the ball back and forth to Gonzo and an intimidating girl who had to be Bruiser. Their crossball sticks buzzed and sparked with each catch.

The opponents tried to stop them, and Bruiser and the other girl I’d seen before, Crash, got to work holding them off, using their shoulders and knees as much as their crossball sticks.

Gonzo passed Sully the ball again. She sprinted up the field, the crowd screaming her name, and scored before the other team’s defenders got anywhere near her.

Hoodie Girl leaped to her feet, clapping wildly. “Go, Sully!”

“She makes it look easy,” I said, jumping up beside her.

“She’s good. And she looks ready too.” She raised her voice. “Take ’em down, Sull! Go, Chameleons!”

The game picked up speed, the rapid-fire action riveting the crowds. It was a high-scoring sport, and the ball, which was designed to stick in the electrified crosshairs, changed sides frequently, keeping everyone on their toes.

Sully’s teammates passed her the ball often, and she never missed a catch. She scored again and again, and with every success, I stood with the crowds to cheer her on.

“Sul-ly! Sul-ly!” the spectators chanted. “Gooo, Sully!”

The stands rumbled with excitement, and the air smelled of sweat and popcorn. I asked the girls next to me to explain whenever I didn’t understand the rules, pretending I was just another cluster school student cheering on my friend. They were more than happy to oblige, and we flagged down the vendorbots for more snacks.

Sully scored yet again, the ball striking the middle section of the electrified goal panel. That earned more points than hitting the outsides, like the bullseye in a game of turbo-darts.

“Yay! Go, Sully!” I hollered, jumping to my feet.

“Perfect hit,” Hoodie Girl cried. “She’s on fire today!”

Sully danced in the end zone and waved her arms to stir up the crowd. Her crossball stick sizzled and glowed. She was clearly having a blast. By the end of the first half, she’d earned her team a twelve-point lead.

I got so caught up in the game I almost forgot I’d come to talk to Sully, not just cheer her on. When the halftime buzzer sounded, I waited until Hoodie Girl and her friends went to line up for the bathroom then worked my way down the stands to the team bench.

The players huddled around Coach Hodges, whose steel jaw implant glimmered ferociously in the floodlights. I couldn’t help wondering if she was Sully’s current handler. The coach had the same grim competence as Clementine and interacted with Sully regularly. I shouldn’t let her see me.

I waited at the edge of the field for the team to finish their conference. Sully said something that made the others laugh, though the stands were too noisy for me to hear the joke, and the huddle broke up. While her teammates took their water break, Sully turned and scanned the stands, as though looking for someone.

For a weird moment, I thought she was looking for me, even though I hadn’t told her I was coming. Her father, General Sullivan, might be in the stands, too, if this game was as big a deal as Hoodie Girl had said. Or could she be looking for a crush, another reason she insisted on staying?

I waved to Sully, trying to catch her attention without Coach Hodges noticing. Sully jolted in surprise then held up a finger indicating I should wait. She whispered something to Gonzo, who shot me a narrow-eyed glare. But Sully said something else, and Gonzo nodded and strode over to engage the coach in conversation, drawing her attention away from us.

Sully jogged over to me, her long ponytail swinging. “Hey, Jane. Thanks for coming! You are Jane, right?”

“Yep.” I jabbed a thumb toward Gonzo and the coach. “Are you worried about her seeing us together?”

“You said to keep an eye out for people who might be my handler. The Hodge is a front-runner.”

Interesting. She’d formed the same theory I had. “Are you okay? Has Logan given you any hassle?”

“I haven’t seen him, but I haven’t been wandering around alone, like you suggested. My friends meet up at my place or walk home with me to discourage all forms of kidnapping and murder.”

“You didn’t tell your friends about the agency, did you?”

“Just Gonzo.” She held up a hand before I could tell her what a bad idea that was. “A light version, not the whole story. I owed her an explanation after she saw me getting chased through town. She’s too young to work for the bad guys, isn’t she?”

I hesitated, remembering how quickly the agency had recruited Rasheed to their cause. If they’d roped in a college freshman, why not a high school senior? But Rasheed had just been keeping an eye on things. Being a spy-clone handler must require years of training.

“She’s probably fine,” I said. “Have you given any more thought to coming with me until we stop the ‘bad guys,’ as you called them?”

Sully’s eyebrows rose. “You want to talk about that now?”

I jerked my head toward the rowdy stands, the stiff hair of my platinum-blond wig swinging against my cheek. “I thought a public place would be best.”

“Uh, you’re not wrong, but do you have any idea what a big game this is for me?”

“If you win, you get to go to some sort of championship, right?”

“Some sort of… Jane, dude, you have no idea.” Sully bounced on her toes, her voice becoming animated. “Our cluster has never sent a team to city playoffs, much less had a chance to win. We have a real shot this year.” She flung her arms wide. “This is a huge deal!”

“Oh. Well, I hope you win.” I glanced at the halftime clock. There were still three minutes until the game restarted. “Anyway, I think you should reconsider⁠—”

“No!” Sully burst out. “I told you I’m not leaving my life.”

“But—”

“You’re seriously breaking my focus here. Not a good time, dude.”

“Sorry.” I hesitated, not willing to let her go yet. “Can we talk after?”

Sully blew out an exasperated breath. “Maybe. My dad is taking the team to dinner after the game to celebrate or commiserate, depending on how it goes. You can come along if you want. If you explain the situation to him, he can protect us.”

I blanched. “You didn’t tell your father about⁠—”

“No. You said that would be dangerous for him.” Sully grew serious, speaking slowly and clearly. “And for anyone who’s listening, I’m not planning to tell him. I’ll go about my normal days, and you can keep doing your thing.” She frowned at me. “Now, can I get back to my once-in-a-lifetime game, please?”

“Fine. Sorry. Good luck out there.” I stepped back, not wanting to make her so mad she wouldn’t talk to me again.

I couldn’t believe she was so worried about a couple of crossball games and a few extra months in school when there was a massive illegal spy operation happening in her home. Sully cleared loved her life, and I didn’t want to take her away from it. Most of our batch never got to have such a normal life. But it wouldn’t truly be hers unless we dealt with the agency.

I considered Sully’s suggestion of seeking her father’s help, but that would be too risky. A move like that would show the agency she was a danger to them after all. Besides, they could use whatever they’d learned about Sully’s father through her to silence him.

As I returned to the stands, the buzzer for the second half sounded. Sully went back to the field, jumping up and down to get the blood moving, looking flustered. I felt bad for distracting her, even though I didn’t agree with her priorities.

Preparing to leave, I gathered my snack wrappers then changed my mind. If this game was so important to my batchmate, I didn’t want to miss the end.

When the second half began, Sully played noticeably worse than before. She missed two passes, one because she hadn’t turned on her crosshairs and one because she misjudged the distance completely.

After a third fumble, Hoodie Girl muttered, “What happened to Sullivan?”

“Think she’s choking?” her friend asked.

Hoodie Girl shrugged. “She’s under a lot of pressure.”

“She’ll get it together,” I said, more sharply than I meant to, and they glanced over at me in surprise.

I dug my fingers into my palms, willing Sully to get it together. Even though I was frustrated with her, I wanted her to win. I hadn’t meant to mess her up. If she insisted on risking so much for this, it should be everything she wanted.

The other team scored several times in quick succession, collapsing the Chameleons’ lead to nothing. The stands rumbled at the shift. The shot at the championships was dangling by a thread.

Another play began, and Sully managed to steal the ball from an opposing player. She raced across the field, her jaw set in concentration, and cheers rippled through the stands. Hope rose in my chest.

Then Sully’s foot caught on the fake grass, and she went sprawling. The ball spilled from her stick’s cross and rolled out of her reach. The crowd groaned as a player from the other team caught the ball and streaked away for an easy score. The Chameleons were losing, with only six minutes left on the clock.

As the action moved back across the field, I kept my eyes glued to Sully. She scrambled to her feet, her freckled cheeks red. She glared up at the stands, and I had a feeling her death stare was for me. I should have picked a different day to approach her, never mind how safe and public this was. She was going to end up hating me as much as Janette did.

But Sully didn’t lose her cool. Instead, she gritted her teeth and rubbed her sternum, a familiar stubbornness coming into her stance. She glanced at the clock then threw herself back into the fray.

I held my breath as Sully charged up the field, resolve radiating from her with every step. She rejoined the action and played ruthlessly, new determination lending her speed.

When Gonzo knocked the ball out of an opponent’s crosshairs, Sully stole it and sprinted back across the field. Bruiser and Crash cleared the way for her, the bigger, stronger players from the other team scattering before them. Sully drew back her cross-stick and hurled the ball at the goal panel.

Bullseye. Right in the center of the board. I leaped to my feet with the crowd, hollering her name. Sully took a bow.

From then on, it was a slaughter. Sully’s team took charge of the field, overpowering their larger opponents through sheer grit. She scored again and again, electricity crackling dramatically at the end of her stick. Each time the ball caught on the goal panel, I vaulted to my feet, screaming and cheering so hard I nearly lost my wig.

Before I knew it, it was over. The Chameleons had won by a solid eight points, thanks to Sully’s final rally.

When the buzzer sounded, Sully pumped her fists in the end zone and hammed for the crowds, her triumph filling me with a joy so visceral it hurt. This was what I’d missed all my life, this connection with my batchmates as deep as DNA. We should have been together all along, rooting for one another like no one else could.

As Sully’s team began their victory lap, I renewed my vow to save my batchmates no matter what it took. I wanted moments like this for all of us.

Hoodie Girl and her friends invited me to join them in chasing down their favorite roving vendorbot for ice cream. I declined reluctantly. Pretending to be a Cluster N14 student had been fun, but I needed to return to the Vault before the agency realized I’d talked to Sully again.

As my new friends departed, I lingered in the stands, watching Sully and her team celebrate. They cracked jokes, congratulated one another on their best plays, and shed happy tears. Even Coach Hodges looked a little weepy.

Soon, I caught sight of General Sullivan, who I recognized from the photos in Sully’s files, marching through the crowd. He had a bristly gray crewcut, a barrel chest, and a very straight back. He was much shorter than he looked in the photos, probably no taller than five feet six.

As he approached the team, Sully skipped over to throw her arms around him. He hugged her back tight enough to make her laugh. The warm greeting surprised me. I’d expected General Sullivan to be stern and formidable, more of a gruff-nod father than a bear-hug dad.

Sully released him and danced on her toes, chattering excitedly. She was taller than her adoptive father, a gangly colt to his stocky draft horse. General Sullivan said something I couldn’t hear, his eyes shining with warmth and pride. Sully beamed and hugged him again.

After they pulled apart, Sully took her father’s arm and dragged him over to join the team’s celebration. Several of the players gave him high-fives, as though they knew him well, and he greeted them all jovially. It wasn’t what I’d expected of a high-ranking military officer.

The interaction stuck with me as I left the cluster school and caught a railbus back to the Vault’s neighborhood. Sully and the general seemed to have an easy camaraderie, as though they were buddies as well as father and daughter. She must hate the fact that she’d been spying on him all these years.

I worried she’d ignore my advice and tell him about the agency. On the other hand, if he thought they were hurting his daughter, he might want to act against them even if it meant having his secrets exposed. I shouldn’t rule out asking him for help, if it came to that, since I needed all the allies I could get.

The railbus dropped me off a block from the Vault, and I waited on a bench for Tad and Pat to pick me up, taking advantage of the last rays of sunshine and the chance to use my gridwatch outside the range of the Vault’s jammers. After texting Pat my location, I received another message.

It was from Isaac.

Yes, I’ll be in town for break. Want to have lunch?

I thought carefully before replying with a meeting time and location. I didn’t want to make it easy for anyone to ambush me, whether agency goons or his father’s new fixer, Lars. I’d disappeared with several secrets that could embarrass the Ironside family—and those were just the ones they knew I knew.

As I waited for Isaac’s reply, I thought about my batchmates. Sully loved her sport as much as Janette had loved her work at the agency. And I was pretty sure Janie had loved Isaac. Their passion for their respective lives made me jealous. Maybe when all this was done, I could figure out what I loved too. Where I belonged.

My gridwatch buzzed.

That works for me, Isaac had replied. See you soon.
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Spring was in full swing when I arrived in the Silk District for my lunch with Isaac. I’d picked the rooftop café at the Richmond Textile Museum, figuring it would be hard for Mr. Ironside or anyone else to kidnap me in such an open location. Meeting Isaac was risky, but I had to know if Vance was working with his father.

Besides, I missed my friend. Isaac’s bubbly chatter never failed to cheer me up, and he had a good heart, no matter what his father had done. With my situation becoming more precarious by the day, I needed a little lightness.

I entered the museum’s lobby, where glass cases displayed antique fabrics and an interactive timeline depicted the development of modern synth- and tech-fabrics. A handful of elderly people and students waited for their tour guide by a pair of painted silk screens. Classical music played from somewhere, and the smell of a cotton field on a summer day drifted from a hidden atmosphere bot.

I sent a quick text to Dean. At the museum. No sign of an ambush so far.

A glass elevator took me up to the roof, where planters full of flowers lined the pathway to the café. It was a cute place, featuring wrought-iron tables, tasteful hedges, and a burbling fountain. The museum was only five stories, and taller towers encircled it, their glass faces gleaming down on the rooftop café.

A discreet waiterbot puttered among the tables, delivering drinks and pastries to the dozen or so customers. Between them and the surrounding windows, the place should be public enough to protect me.

Isaac had arrived before me and chosen an isolated table by the hedges, where the other diners couldn’t overhear us. He wore a plain white T-shirt and blue jeans, and he’d cut his hair short. I slowed, taken aback at the absence of his signature mop of black curls. The neat cut made him look older and less like my friend.

Then he caught sight of me and bounded to his feet, shattering the illusion of maturity. He waved me over with both hands, a smile splitting his face. “Jane!”

“Hey, Isaac. Thanks for meeting me.”

“Of course!” He came around the table to give me a quick hug. “Are you okay? I’m so happy you texted. Do you need a rescue?”

“A rescue?”

“From that criminal gang you were hanging out with. They were bad news. I knew you’d come to your senses eventually.”

I raised an eyebrow. “My senses? Isaac⁠—”

“Have a seat. Have a seat.” Isaac pulled out a chair and ushered me into it, chattering rapidly. “I hope it wasn’t too hard to get away. Were you followed? Tell me what you need, and we can arrange⁠—”

“Who’s we?” I asked sharply. “You didn’t tell anyone we were meeting, did you?”

Isaac blinked. “Well, of course. I arranged to have people standing by in case you were in trouble.” He looked closer at me, seeming to realize I wasn’t jumping for joy at the prospect of being rescued. “They won’t make a move without my signal, though.”

I bit down on my frustration and surveyed the other diners, wondering which ones were preparing to grab me. Isaac meant well, but this complicated things. I hoped he was right that they wouldn’t act until he said so—or I tried to run. Might as well learn what I could first.

“Should we order something?”

“Uh, sure.” Isaac glanced over my shoulder and shook his head slightly. “Have whatever you like.”

I used the tablet menu to order a raspberry lemonade, and Isaac tapped in an order for an energy drink, though he seemed energetic enough. While he was occupied, I checked behind the nearest hedge to see if anyone was listening in. Though I expected Lars, the police, maybe even Henry Ironside himself, the coast was clear.

I scooted the wrought-iron garden chair a little closer to the table, trying to relax. The rooftop café was beautiful, and we were just in time for the spring bloom. The aromas of a dozen flower varieties drifted around us, and bees buzzed happily among the planters. The spot was far more romantic than I’d intended when I picked it for our meeting.

“I didn’t come here for a rescue,” I said after the waiterbot delivered our drinks.

“Okay,” Isaac said carefully. “Why, then?”

“I need information.”

Isaac’s expression flattened. “I see.”

“I’m sorry I had to reach out to you like this. I know it’s uncool of me, but⁠—”

“Uncool? You understand I keep expecting to hear about your death, don’t you?”

“My death?”

“It happened to Janie.” Isaac sat forward, his chair scraping against the concrete. “I don’t get why you’re surprised I’m worried. You’re poking the same hornet’s nest that she was. It’s only a matter of time before they get you too.”

“But we know who killed Janie. And he’s—” I stopped. I shouldn’t tell Isaac I’d been sleeping down the hall from Victor for months. “He can’t hurt me. I have a safe place to stay with people I trust.” That was an outright lie. Even if he wasn’t working with Iron Corp, I didn’t trust Vance, and I’d been less keen on Akira and the others since they stood back and let him hurt Dean. I forced a smile. “I’m making progress on my sponsor problem.”

“Are you?”

“Yes! In fact, I met another of my batchmates. I’m trying to get her to safety too.” I grimaced. “She’s being stubborn about it.”

Isaac huffed a laugh. “Sounds like someone I know.”

I grinned, relieved to see a hint of the old Isaac. “I’m sorry for leaving you out of the loop. I really am. There are things going on that I don’t fully understand, and I don’t want to put you in danger. Like I did back in December.”

He paused, turning his glass in his hands. “I guess I get it.”

I sipped my cold, sweet lemonade, tempted to abandon my plans and settle in for a friendly chat. But I had to learn what I could while I had the chance. I met his eyes. “Is there any chance you can find out a few things for me?”

Isaac sighed. “Not really. It’s not because I don’t want to help you,” he added quickly. “But my father is keeping a closer eye on me than ever. He made Rasheed move out of my room, and a bodyguard lives with me now. My snooping options are limited.”

I sat up straighter. “Rasheed’s gone?” Had Mr. Ironside found out he was an agency spy somehow? He didn’t actually know about the agency, as far as I was aware, just that some unknown entity had maneuvered a spy clone into his son’s life.

“Not gone gone,” Isaac said, misreading my tone. “He’s in a room down the hall now, but don’t worry. We’re still friends. I can’t go anywhere without the bodyguard, though. His name’s Jochi, and he’s taking all my classes with me. The dude’s, like, thirty. It’s embarrassing.”

He jerked his head toward a nearby table, where a brawny man who looked Mongolian was sitting alone, pretending to be absorbed in a battered paperback novel. The bodyguard wore a preppy cable-knit sweater that wasn’t quite thick enough to conceal the shock-Taser at his hip.

I turned back to Isaac. “Your father must be really worried about you.”

“Yeah, well. I have gotten kidnapped twice in the last year. Not to mention the incident where I got my leg crushed before you met me. The point is I can’t go doing you any favors without Jochi—and therefore my parents—finding out about it.”

“I understand.” It occurred to me that Isaac’s parents had probably insisted on giving him a tracker implant and bugged his gridwatch too. I was glad I hadn’t kept him updated on my activities over the past few months. “I don’t need you to do anything. I was just hoping you could answer a few questions.”

Isaac’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know about that, Jane. Is this safe place you mentioned with the kidnappers, including the guy with a personal vendetta against my dad?”

“Yes.” I studied the ice in my lemonade to avoid his eyes. The cubes were frozen in the shape of old-fashioned spindles. I twirled them through the pink liquid, trying to think of a way to convince Isaac to take my side despite his perfectly legitimate objections.

“Will you…” Isaac’s voice wavered, and he started again. “Will you leave them and come back with me? Please.”

“I can’t. I have things I need to do first.”

He reached across the table to touch my arm. “But you’re in danger.”

“I’m sorry, Isaac.” I looked up. “This might be my only chance.”

He blew out a breath, deflating visibly. “All right, then. I won’t force you to come with me. I’ll call off my dad’s guys.”

I started to thank him, but he raised a hand to stop me, unmistakable hurt in his eyes. “I’m not happy about it. I think you’re making the wrong choice.”

I wasn’t sure I had a choice. Going with Isaac would only return me to a version of Janie’s life, where I would be beholden to Henry Ironside and devoted to Isaac. Even if I wanted that, it would never last. The agency would come for me.

Still, I appreciated that Isaac worried about my safety—and didn’t think I worried about it enough. I knew how that felt after Sully’s refusal to let me extract her from a dangerous situation. “My mind is made up,” I said gently. “I have to do this.”

“Fair enough.” Isaac started to stand.

“Wait.” I grabbed his hand, almost knocking over my drink. “Before you go, can’t you tell me anything for old times’ sake?”

Isaac gave a resigned sigh and sat back down. “I’ll answer one question only. Choose it wisely.”

“Thank you.”

With Isaac’s permission, I zapped his gridwatch with a device Dean had lent me that would temporarily prevent any bugs from recording through it, thinking carefully about my one question.

My most immediate problem was learning whether Vance had sold out to Henry Ironside and agreed to keep the incriminating recording secret. But if Vance had sided with Mr. Ironside, would Isaac still be worried about his last kidnapping and whether I was still with that group? There were other people who might be conspiring with Iron Corp on the control-implant scheme, and I hadn’t had much opportunity to investigate them. Colleen Frederickson was just one candidate on the list Dean and I had put together over the past few months. Others included the up-and-coming young congresswoman I’d met at the Ironsides’ Thanksgiving and an Iron Corp executive who’d been fired after Dean’s parents exposed the Privacy Act violations.

I needed a question that would check several boxes at once.

“At Harmony Petrova’s party, we learned that your father has a new business partnership,” I said at last. “Who is it with?”

Isaac blinked, as though he’d expected me to ask something more personal, then shrugged. “You’re not going to believe this, but my father’s working with Bluestone International.”

“What?” I rubbed my ear, not sure I’d heard right. “Bluestone?”

“No one’s as surprised as me.” Isaac sipped his energy drink thoughtfully. “My father has despised Lavinia Bluestone for as long as I can remember. He thought he could take over some of Bluestone’s businesses after her father died, but she turned out to be a tougher rival than he expected and resisted his efforts. He took it personally.”

That matched up with what Lavinia had told me when she accused me of bombing Bluestone International on Mr. Ironside’s behalf. That was five months ago. What could have prompted them to collaborate in such a short time?

My palms began to sweat. I felt like I’d missed something important. “How long has this been going on? What are they working on? Does it⁠—”

“I said one question.”

“Can I make some guesses?” I pressed. “Are they working on those new implants together? Does Lavinia also want to control her employees with invisible devices and violate their autonomy?”

Isaac pressed his lips together, not giving me anything. But I was on a roll, putting together fragments of information in different combinations, trying to make them fit.

“Bluestone relies on clone workers more than most companies, and I expected Lavinia to counter your father’s efforts to make them obsolete. He’s been schmoozing members of Congress to legalize his new devices and conspiring with I-CAT and the Toxic Triplets to make clones look dangerous. He wants companies to buy his implants to control their nonclone workers so they don’t have to rely on clones anymore.”

Isaac watched me, not confirming or refuting anything. I sensed he wanted me to figure it out, even if he wouldn’t give me the information outright. He didn’t want to betray his father, but he must not think what Mr. Ironside was doing was right either.

I rubbed the condensation on my glass, thinking out loud. “This is not a scheme the owner of a large clone manufacturer should want to join, especially one who just bought her partners out of her clone business. Why would she buy Bernstein’s Cloneworks shares while working with someone who’s trying to put industrial-scale cloners out of business? Is she trying to sabotage Iron Corp from the inside?”

Isaac didn’t respond.

“No, your father would see that coming from a mile away. They’re both too smart for that.” I wished he would just tell me already. “Can you give me any hints?”

“I wasn’t lying to you about my father’s new partnership.”

“You said Lavinia is working with your father, even though he’s trying to make clones unnecessary. He’s tampering with public opinion and pushing legislation limiting what clone makers can do.”

“Because clones are dangerous,” Isaac said.

“But they’re not.”

“That’s not the point, as long as enough people think they are.” Isaac glanced at his bodyguard and his temporarily disabled gridwatch then leaned closer. “You’re the one who explained to me how Solidarity’s messages dehumanize clones and make people scared of them.”

My forehead wrinkled. “Yes, and the Toxic Triplets make them look unhinged, which makes people worry the clones they’ve worked alongside for decades could suddenly lose control and—” I gasped, clapping a hand to my mouth. “Control! Your father doesn’t want to replace industrial clones. He wants to put his new implants in the clones so he can control them!”

Isaac sat back, satisfied I’d figured it out. “That wasn’t the original plan. Lavinia found out about my dad’s implant innovations, though I don’t know how, and she reached out to him. I wasn’t there when they talked, but I guess they worked out a plan that benefitted them both.”

I lowered my voice to a horrified whisper. “Ironside control implants in Bluestone clones.”

“That’s right.”

My stomach roiled at the possibilities. Henry Ironside and Lavinia Bluestone wanted to do to all clones what the agency had done to me and my batch. They would take away our humanity, making us into tools. They’d do it when the clones were too young to understand what was happening, and the devices would become fully integrated into their bodies long before they ever had a chance to figure out who they were. It was grotesque.

But who would object when they’d spent the past year making sure the general public stopped thinking of industrial clones as humans?

“We have to stop them,” I choked out.

“Why?” Isaac asked. “They’ll stop all the anti-clone rhetoric as soon as they announce the new project. The Toxic Triplets won’t hurt anyone anymore. Problem solved.”

“Solved?”

People around the café looked over at my shrill tone.

I gripped the table edge, struggling to keep my voice down. “They’re planning to turn clones into automatons. Those implants will take away what little free will clones have. It’ll be even worse than giving regular employees implants because they’ll do it when they’re babies, before they have any choice.”

I knew how Lavinia had found out. Dean and I had put the information about Henry Ironside’s collaboration with anti-cloners into her hands. We’d thought she’d use it to take down her long-term rival. Instead, she’d seen a way to profit. And it was partly my fault.

I clenched my fists, beginning to hyperventilate, my stomach roiling.

“Are you all right, Jane?” Isaac reached over to grip my hand, but I shook him off.

“I feel sick. We can’t let this happen.”

“It’s already happening,” Isaac said. “They’re testing prototypes and preparing for the rollout.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Again, I had to force myself to lower my voice. “You can’t think this is a good thing.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think.” Isaac scrubbed a hand through his newly shorn hair. “Bluestone and Iron Corp together are unstoppable. They can get Congress to pass any law they want, and they’ve already done most of the work to get the public on their side too. This is going to happen.”

I stared at him, cold despite the warm spring day. All at once, I understood why the original founders of the NSCIA had concocted their plan. No one could stop the two most powerful tycoons in New State from doing whatever they wanted, regardless of ethics. The government wasn’t strong enough to rein them in.

Years ago, the congresswoman Doc had told me about had found a clandestine way to deal with anyone who attained that much power. She’d put undetectable spies into their homes to gather information that could be used to keep them in check.

With a queasy sort of horror, I realized the agency might be the only organization in the country that could stop an Ironside and Bluestone partnership. The people who had used me as a tool had the power to prevent the same thing being done to other clones. But why would they? For all I knew, whoever controlled the agency thought the Bluestone-Ironside plan was a good one.

I couldn’t let this new clone-implant program happen. If Bluestone and Ironside did this, other corporations would follow their lead. It would be the end of autonomy for people like me.

“Jane?” Isaac’s voice brought me back to the present.

“Thank you for telling me this.” I focused on him with effort. “You’re a good friend.”

Isaac took a deep breath. “We’re not friends.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, but this isn’t working.” A deep line creased his forehead. “You only talk to me when you’re trying to get dirt on my family, and I can’t look at you without thinking about Janie. I don’t think we should be friends anymore.”

I stared at him, more stunned than if he’d slapped me. “Please don’t say that, Isaac. We⁠—”

“It’ll be easier this way. We’re not really even on the same side.”

He wasn’t wrong, but the words hurt. “I’m sorry things turned out this way, Isaac. I hope you believe me.”

“Doesn’t really matter, does it?” He cleared his throat gruffly. “I hope you get what you’re looking for. But please don’t contact me again.”

He stood, tapping his watch on the table to pay for our drinks. When he hesitated, I thought he might hug me goodbye. Instead, he gave me a sad smile, nodded to his bodyguard, and walked away.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX



Later that night, I paced around the Vault’s workshop, circling Dean and his workbench, my mind racing. He kept his hands busy stripping old bots for parts while he listened to me think out loud—or rather, rant out loud.

“I can’t believe they’re doing this,” I said for the third time that night. “Putting implants in clones so they can control them like robots. It’s sick!” I stepped over a jumble of broken bots awaiting Dean’s attention. “And Lavinia is in on it. I thought we could count on her to act against Iron Corp because of her rivalry with Henry Ironside. Instead, she became his ally!” I wondered if she’d threatened Mr. Ironside with the evidence of his conspiracy and he’d countered with an opportunity to invest, or the recording had created an opening for her to ask to join him.

“I didn’t anticipate that either,” Dean said tightly. “I thought she’d have more respect for clones because she works so closely with them.”

Throwing my hands up, I exclaimed, “She’s even married to one!”

“If Vaughn is anything like Vance, it can’t be a great marriage.” A greenish bruise stood out on Dean’s cheek, a remnant of his altercation with Vance.

“Maybe she likes him because they’re both amoral snakes.” I shook my head. “Well, I don’t know for sure about Vaughn, but the odds are good that he’s also a towering dickhead. And their other clone is a murderer!”

“Victor might not be the worst in the batch.”

I joined Dean at his workstation, leaning against a rusty washbot chassis. He wore a tight blue grease-stained T-shirt that showed off his biceps nicely, but I was too upset to appreciate them.

“We have to stop them.”

“I agree. We could go public with the Ironside recording, even if not everyone will believe it’s genuine. It might be too late for that to make a difference, though.” Dean pulled an articulated arm off a bot with more force than necessary. “I shouldn’t have been so worried about getting kicked out of the Vault.”

I wished we’d deployed that weapon more effectively too. “If we’d had any idea Lavinia might side with Ironside, we’d never have given her the recording.” I kicked at a jumble of parts, bruising my toe. “We sent her right into his arms!”

“We couldn’t have known.”

“Maybe not.” A case full of surveillance devices in varying states of repair caught my eye. “Do you think the team has heard anything about all this during their Ironside surveillance?”

Dean’s brow furrowed. “I haven’t been assigned any Ironside jobs since Isaac learned my identity. If they picked up any chatter about a new Bluestone-Ironside partnership, no one told me.”

“I bet Vance knows.” Folding my arms, I glared in the direction of his office. “It would be like him to keep it from us.”

“You’re not wrong.” Dean switched to a different wrench and unscrewed a bolt on the bot he was disassembling. “I don’t want to complicate matters, but are you sure Isaac was telling the truth?”

“It’s too unlikely to be a lie. Besides, if this plan succeeds, it’ll make his father and Lavinia even more obscenely wealthy than they already are. That sounds like a compelling-enough reason for them to bury the hatchet.” I ground my teeth in frustration. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

Dean set aside the bolt and started on another salvaged bot, moving with deliberation. The work anchored him, even though he must be almost as upset as I was. I wished I could do something with my hands to calm me down, too, but I’d probably end up breaking something.

“It would help to have more information about Lavinia’s plans,” Dean said. “Could you reach out to your friend Sine? Maybe she can find something out at Bluestone Tower.”

“I don’t want to catch her any trouble.” I’d already put Sine at risk by bringing her to Lavinia’s attention last year. On the other hand, she was a clone too. She’d want to help end the anti-clone crusade.

It occurred to me that Sine was a Bluestone clone. She might be among the first candidates to receive a control implant. Nausea surged through me, and I clenched my teeth, afraid I’d throw up. I couldn’t let this happen.

“We could try reaching out to members of Congress,” Dean suggested. “If they walk back the legalization of the devices, no one can go implanting them in clones or anyone else.”

“The biggest clone advocate in Congress is Colleen Frederickson, and she already joined Ironside’s cause. If a woman who has spent the past eighteen years raising her own clone supports this, would anyone else stand up to a Bluestone-Ironside partnership?”

Dean’s mouth tightened. “That’s a good point. Frederickson got spooked by the Toxic Triplets. She might even welcome a device that could prevent that sort of thing from happening again. It would take serious leverage to sway her now.”

“Leverage.” I frowned, remembering the thought I’d had while talking to Isaac, that the NSCIA was the only organization with the power to stop an Ironside-Bluestone partnership.

The agency existed as a check on the big tycoons’ power. I’d dismissed the idea that they might stop this partnership because I didn’t know if they’d even object to it. But what if I could use the intel they’d gathered to do it myself?

My heart rate kicked up a notch. The agency had been collecting incriminating data for decades, and I knew where they stored it. All those data towers in the server room had to contain something I could use to stop this plan, whether blackmail on the Ironsides and Bluestones themselves or intel that could sway members of Congress one by one.

Was there any chance I could sneak back into headquarters and access the secrets in that vast cache?

Dean noticed the change in my expression. “You have an idea?”

“Maybe.” I resumed pacing, slower this time. “The agency has spent years collecting dirt on the Ironsides. They probably have an operative at Bluestone too. Can’t be a Jane unit, or Lavinia would have recognized me. Maybe one of the other models works for her dentist or has brunch with her in Berlin or something.”

Dean tapped his wrench against his palm. “Bluestone has been an important family in New State for over fifty years. They’re exactly the sort of people the agency would target.”

“They also own Cloneworks, which means the agency has been dropping their spies at Cloneworks facilities and pretending to abandon them for almost as long.” I chewed my lip, thinking over the scheme that had been in play for longer than I’d been alive. “They’ll definitely have something on Lavinia. If we get the right blackmail from the agency computers, we could convince her to call off the new slave-clone initiative.”

Dean frowned. “The agency computers.”

“That’s right.”

He put down his wrench with a thud. “I went to a lot of trouble to get you out of that tower, Jane. I don’t think you should try to break back in.”

“But we have to do something.” I waved at the workshop full of gadgets. “Maybe we can fly a drone through the emergency exit or send in a bug on Logan’s clothes or hack their signal jammers. Don’t you have anything in here we can use?”

Suddenly, the door opened, and Vance strolled into the workshop. “Use for what?”

I stiffened, not sure how long he’d been listening. I hadn’t interacted with Vance since he hit Dean. As far as I knew, this was the first time they’d been in a room together since the showdown after the hospital disaster. Dean didn’t look at him, deliberately keeping his attention on the bot chassis.

Vance smirked. “Don’t be shy now.” He leaned casually against a worktable. “What are you two lovebirds scheming about in here?”

Anger flashed through me. Dean might put up with Vance’s poor treatment for my sake, but I was done tiptoeing around him. I didn’t care if he kicked us out of the Vault.

“I want to steal data from the NSCIA.” I faced Vance head on. “We’re brainstorming ways to get back inside.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. I found out Henry Ironside is working with Lavinia Bluestone on a new project that will be terrible for clones.” I looked him in his unblinking ice-blue eyes, throwing caution to the wind. “You’re a clone too. You don’t want this to happen either.”

He arched an eyebrow. “That’s quite an assumption.”

“Whether I’m right or not, you should hear me out.” I barreled on before I could lose my nerve. “The server room at agency headquarters has extensive files containing sensitive details about their targets. Some of those targets might be your clients. Or your clients’ enemies. That information would be valuable, wouldn’t it?”

“Information is always valuable.” Vance’s tone became dry. “That’s why I’ve made a career out of collecting it.”

“Not like this.” I took a step toward him, beginning to see a path forward. “The agency has been operating for decades, targeting the most powerful individuals on the planet. Think of how many secrets they’ve collected in that time… all the damage they could do with it.”

Vance’s expression didn’t waver. “Is there a point to this?”

“I want you to help me break into agency headquarters and steal files from their computer system.”

“How is this different from what you’ve been asking for for months?”

“I’m not asking you to take down the whole agency or save the clones. Appealing to your better nature was a mistake anyway.” I’d been thinking too big, begging for help with my impossible task. What I needed now was much simpler. “I’m asking you to plan a raid, a single operation to extract as much data as we can. It’ll be worth the risk. The information in that place is priceless.”

“Priceless, eh?” Vance’s expression remained smooth, not revealing his thoughts.

Dean had gone still, listening intently.

I’d come too far to back down now. “You can sell the data or use it as blackmail and make more money than you can even imagine. I’ll help you get all that valuable intel on the condition that I can use whatever I need to stop the Bluestone-Ironside collaboration.”

Vance barked a laugh. “I thought you were the one asking me for help.”

“I’m going in there whether you help me or not. It’ll go smoother if you lend me some people and equipment.” I folded my arms. “But you can’t do it at all without me.”

“And why not?”

Silently, I thanked Dean for advising me to hold back some secrets when I told Vance about the agency. I’ll learn this game yet.

I smiled. “You don’t know where agency headquarters is. I do.”

“Do you?” Vance tipped his head to the side. “You led me to believe you were unconscious when they moved you in and out of the tower.”

“I was. But I got a good look from the rooftop. I can find the place for you, but I’d need some guarantees.”

“He doesn’t keep his promises,” Dean said in a tight voice. “He’s made that clear.”

Vance ignored him, studying me closely. “I’m intrigued, Jane. You think this agency has intelligence on Lavinia and Henry that would stop them from carrying out their clone implant plans? That would be valuable. The arrangement is set to be extraordinarily lucrative.”

I frowned, not sure how he knew that. Had he been listening outside the workshop long enough to overhear the details? I definitely hadn’t mentioned implants since he walked in, just an Ironside-Bluestone collaboration that would be bad for clones. If he’d been eavesdropping for that long, he’d also heard me call his batch towering dickheads. Maybe Vance would take it as a compliment.

“I don’t know exactly what intel the agency has,” I said, “but they’ve gone to ridiculous lengths to secure it. Even the stuff that’s not related to those two must be valuable enough for you to retire like a king.”

“And you want to hand it over to me?”

“Yes.” I looked him in the eye, biting off each word. “I’ll tell you where the agency is on the condition that you let me go on the raid so I can get the intel I need too. Does that work for you?”

“Why so hostile?” Vance grinned, his casual smile making my spine clench. “I’ve only ever helped you out.”

“Are you in or not?”

I didn’t dare look at Dean, hoping this wasn’t a mistake. If Vance got ahold of the agency’s accumulated intelligence, he’d become a truly dangerous force, one whose motivations still eluded me. But the plan Ironside and Bluestone were rapidly setting in motion was much worse. I couldn’t stop them alone.

“All right, kid. Let’s say I’m in.” Vance pulled a ball drive out of his pocket and dropped it into a projector near Dean’s workstation. A 3-D map of Grid City erupted around us, the hologram distorting where it fell across the workbenches and robot parts. “Show me where to find this agency of yours.”

I glanced at Dean in case he wanted to stop me from giving up the information. But he just nodded. This might be our only shot at getting Vance to back us up. Without him, our task would be even more impossible than it already was.

Using the projector controls to twist the 3-D map, I zoomed in on hundred-story tiered buildings until I found the one whose terrace view matched what I remembered. As I examined the structure, making sure all the details aligned, something about the streets and walkways around its base struck me as familiar. I wasn’t sure why. I’d been too high up to see them that night.

“No point stalling,” Vance said as I fiddled with the display. “I agree to your terms.”

“I’m not stalling. Just making sure it’s the right spot.” I pointed at the middle terrace of the tiered skyscraper. “That’s where I went for a walk with one of the agency guys. That door gets you to a stairwell with access to the three floors of agency headquarters. The computer lab is on the middle floor.”

Vance looked at the display, his expression going stony. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

“What?”

“Have I ever done anything but help you?”

“I don’t understand.”

Vance spun the map so I could see the building from another angle. “That’s Regiment Tower. It’s the Grid City headquarters of the New State Army.”

“What?”

“You want to get me arrested? Is that what this is?” Vance asked, his raspy voice roughening further. “Or were you hoping that tower’s highly advanced protective systems would kill me before I got anywhere close? Cold move, kiddo.”

“I didn’t know. I swear.” I felt lightheaded with shock, my fingers and toes tingling. The army? I waved a shaky hand through the map’s holograph light. “That’s definitely where I was being held.”

Dean joined us inside the projection field, frowning at Regiment Tower. “I thought that doctor told you the agency is separate from the military.”

“He did. They’re even spying on an important general.” With a jolt, I realized why the walkways around the building looked familiar. That was where Logan had chased Sully and me into the shopping mall. Cluster School N14 was probably visible from the tower if you faced the right way.

“This organization specializes in hiding in plain sight.” Dean turned the map slowly to examine the tower from different angles. “It’s possible only a handful of government officials know they’re operating out of this tower. Most people, if they notice the secure floors at all, must assume it’s a project they don’t have the clearance to ask about.”

Vance rubbed his neck scar. “We don’t know which government officials are running this agency, do we?”

I shook my head, feeling off balance. “The doctor claimed he’d tell me when he got Janette back, but that didn’t work out.”

“There’s a chance even he doesn’t know,” Dean said.

“That’s a dangerous situation right there,” Vance said grimly. “A group with that much power and that little oversight? We’d be doing New State a favor taking the information away from them.”

“But it’s impossible, isn’t it?” The holograph image of Regiment Tower flickered, taunting me for daring to think I had a chance. We weren’t just trying to break into a few secure floors in an anonymous office tower anymore. My shoulders slumped. “There’s no way we can get inside that building.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” Vance said. “I might have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

I stared at him uncomprehendingly for a moment. “You still want to try?”

“Didn’t you say the data would be worth the trouble?”

“Yes, when I thought it was in some random building, not a giant military base.” I couldn’t believe he wasn’t scrapping the idea altogether.

“It’ll make it more challenging, but we can at least explore the idea.”

Dean frowned. “You actually want to raid the place?”

“Got a problem with that?”

Dean met his gaze for the first time that day. “You’ve known about the agency for months and never seemed this interested—and that was before you knew how hard it would be to get inside. You normally turn down jobs when the risks could be greater than the rewards.”

“That’s the key, isn’t it?” Vance smiled cryptically. “Leave it to me, kids.”

Dean looked troubled, but he didn’t press the issue. I didn’t think we should be trying to talk Vance out of breaking into the agency. This was our chance. If we could get to their computers, we might find a way to stop the clone implant scheme and the agency in one move.

Vance turned to me, all business. “What else can you tell me about the place? Is it one outpost among many, or is that the agency’s base of operations?”

“They called it headquarters.” I thought over my time inside, which felt like another lifetime. “You can’t use the elevator without a fingerprint scan. The stairwell only has doors leading to the agency floors, as far as I could tell.” I studied the relevant section of the building on the projector, noting the solid concrete of the external walls. “Looks like the place doesn’t have any windows at all.”

“How many floors does the agency occupy?”

“Three that I know of, with a bunch of offices and workrooms, a gym, some dorm rooms, a fancy lab, and the computer room full of data towers.”

“Our target.” Vance tapped his fingers on his chin. “And how many data towers are there?”

“I don’t know for sure. The server farm is about three times the size of this workshop.”

Vance and Dean exchanged significant glances. Mind-blowing amounts of data could be stored in tiny devices. A facility that size must truly be a treasure trove.

“And you’re sure that room is where they keep the recordings from the surveillance implants?” Vance looked at me intently. “The ones they’ve been gathering on the tycoons?”

“I think so. They collect and move the information in person. According to Janette, the handlers get the downloads from the implants and deliver them to couriers, who take them directly to headquarters. They don’t use the Internet in case the files are intercepted.”

“Janette knows the place well?”

“Yeah, but she hasn’t told me much more than that.” I’d continued visiting her daily, and she often refused to speak to me. “Getting anything out of her is like pulling teeth.”

“I can relate. My own batchmate has been reticent, to say the least.” Vance traced his fingers along his scar, his eyes going distant. Then he snapped out of it abruptly. “Thanks, kid. We’ll get to planning the raid.”

“And when you go⁠—”

“Don’t worry.” He plucked the ball drive from the projector, and the map vanished. “I won’t leave you out of the fun.” He nodded at Dean and strolled out of the workshop, seeming more cheerful than he had in weeks.

After the door slammed, I turned to Dean. “What just happened?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“He never wanted to get involved with the agency before. What changed?”

“I couldn’t say.” Dean rubbed the old bruise on his cheek, accidentally smearing it with bot oil. “Maybe he doesn’t want the Ironside-Bluestone collaboration to happen either. He might object to putting implants in clones on principle, or it might interfere with the interests of his other clients, and getting that data is the best way to stop it.”

“But I didn’t mention the implants while he was here. Was he eavesdropping for that long?”

Dean’s brow furrowed. “It’s possible. I didn’t hear him in the corridor.”

I didn’t like this. Vance had changed his mind too quickly, and I couldn’t tell which thing I’d said had made the difference. “Could he have known about the clone implant program already?”

“He didn’t act particularly surprised.” Dean glanced at the door. “And he didn’t seem surprised Bluestone and Ironside were collaborating either. He must have heard something about that already.”

Unsettled even though Vance had agreed to help us, I wiped my palms on my jeans. “They’re both his enemies, right? He has plenty of motivation to help me hamper their plans?”

“I wouldn’t say he’s a Bluestone enemy.” Dean picked up a robot part and turned it over in his hands. “He refuses to take work from them because they didn’t pay him for a job once, but he doesn’t go out of his way to harm them. And he’s pulled his punches with Ironside lately.” He looked up, his jaw tensing. “Isaac didn’t say whether his father has hired any new info specialists, did he?”

“Not specifically, no.” It was too late to ask Isaac more now. His words back at the rooftop café still smarted. I hadn’t been an especially good friend to Isaac, but it hurt that he’d decided to cut me out of his life.

“I’ll ask around the team. See if I can figure out what Vance knows and why he’s suddenly on board with such a risky operation.” Dean picked up his wrench to resume his work. “We should be one hundred percent sure we know his angle before we walk into that tower with him.”

“I agree.”

Contemplating the space where the holograph version of Regiment Tower had stood a moment ago, I wondered if we had any other options besides collaborating with Vance. The agency was based in the tower where Sully’s father worked, but General Sullivan had spent the majority of his career at postings around the world. He must not know what was happening in the mysterious middle floors.

Sully was convinced her father would help us if we told him about the implants, and I hadn’t fully rejected the idea, especially after seeing how much he cared about his daughter. But if we told him about the agency, they wouldn’t even have to use the intel they’d gathered to silence him. They could poison his morning tea or pump carbon monoxide into his office and be done with it.

Vance was my best chance at getting inside Regiment Tower. If only I understood why he suddenly wanted to help.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN



True to his word, Vance began making plans to raid agency headquarters and steal data from the servers. I shared everything I could remember about the place, drawing maps of the facility’s interior, writing down security details, and describing the people I’d seen in the cafeteria and fishbowl offices in case Vance’s team could follow them to a weak spot or secret entrance.

His sudden willingness to take on the job bothered me, but I didn’t have any other ideas for getting back inside. The agency must possess some juicy secrets that would stop the Ironside-Bluestone coalition. If I could get my hands on them, at least something good would come of what the agency had done to me and my batchmates.

The prospect of returning to headquarters made my skin feel too tight, but I continued to insist on accompanying the team so I could secure the Ironside-Bluestone intel myself. The new implant scheme would hurt clones far worse than any I-CAT bombing or shift in public opinion. It meant nothing less than the total destruction of freedom and bodily autonomy for clones everywhere. I could make one more trip into the monsters’ den to prevent that.

Vance kept the details of the operation close to the chest, and two weeks after he agreed to help, he still hadn’t settled on a date. I wished he’d hurry up. Iron Corp could have completed the prototype tests by now. They might even be putting their devices into clones already. I’d sent Sine a cryptic message suggesting she and her batchmates think about a long vacation—or a career change—but she hadn’t responded.

I wasn’t sure what my friend’s silence meant, but we needed to act soon.

“Do you have ideas for how we might break into Regiment Tower?” I asked Janette when I visited her room for our daily standoff. “I’m beginning to think it’s impossible.”

“It is.” She didn’t look up from the library tablet she was pretending to read on the bottom bunk. Her hair had grown almost to her shoulders during her captivity, and her freckles were fading away. “You’re wasting your time.”

I sighed, not sure why I’d expected anything different. “Do you actually think that? Or are you just being difficult?” In truth, her hostility toward me didn’t have the same energy it used to. I was the only person she had to talk to, after all.

She turned a page on her tablet, not looking at me. “That should be obvious. If I thought breaking into headquarters was possible, I wouldn’t tell you. I don’t want you to hurt people I care about.”

“Isn’t that a reason why you should help me?” I sat beside her on the bottom bunk and plucked the tablet from her hands. “I can make sure your friends are safe. What time of day are they most likely to be out of the building?”

“It doesn’t matter. That’s an incredibly secure facility.” Janette snatched back her tablet and sat up to face me. She looked fit after spending her months of captivity doing pushups and running on the exercise pad, but her eyes were hollow. “You can’t sneak in dressed as a plumber or whatever these people normally do.”

“What about bots and drones? Is there some sort of force field protecting the building?”

She arched an eyebrow disdainfully. “Force field?”

“Or laser array or whatever. You’re the spy expert. If we fly a drone to the roof terrace, will it get zapped out of the sky?”

“What do you think?”

“A tower that doubles as a military base is prepared for aerial assaults.” I wrinkled my forehead. “By the way, do you know if the agency has been a military initiative all along? Doc claimed a congresswoman founded it, but he never told me her name.”

Janette hesitated. “No, it wasn’t military to begin with.”

“Is the army in charge now?”

“Most of them don’t know it exists.”

“Most, not all?”

Janette shrugged. She talked more than she had in the beginning, but when she did share little crumbs of information, she was usually trying to get something out of me too. I had to be careful with every word.

I still held out hope that she’d come over to my side, but for months, I’d been denying her freedom—the very thing I was trying to win for our batch and clones like us. So I could hardly blame her for refusing to help.

Shoving down my guilt, I asked, “If most of the army doesn’t know about the agency in their midst, how do you stay off their radar? Don’t they notice the extra floors in the tower?”

“The regular elevators bypass the agency floors,” Janette said. “We’re not supposed to go out on the terrace during the day in case anyone in the upper tower sees us and wonders why they never pass us in the lobby.”

“You don’t enter through the lobby?” I leaned forward, drawn in even though Janette had probably let that slip on purpose. “How do you get into the building? Is there a secret tunnel?” Doc had mentioned Logan meeting Rasheed and me “on the line.” Grid City had all kinds of underground spaces and forgotten tunnels the agency could be using. That could be our way in.

Janette pursed her lips, not offering anything else.

“Come on, J.” I nudged her playfully. “You don’t want me to get killed in there, do you? Can’t you give me another hint?”

“What will you give me in return?”

“What do you want?”

“To go back to them.” She looked at me steadily. “That’s where I belong.”

I shifted on the bed, guilt spiraling up in me again. “Are you sure about that? You’ve worked for them your whole life, and you’ve never had a chance to experience anything different.”

“I’ve had lots of different roles. I was a college student when you met me.”

“And you loved it! You’re smart and scarily competent. You could do all kinds of interesting things with your life. Do you really want to spend it collecting blackmail?”

Janette barked a laugh. “You’re one to talk. Isn’t your sole mission in life right now to steal information about the Bluestones and Ironsides so you can blackmail them?”

“That’s different. I’m trying to stop them from turning clones into automatons.”

“You’d be just like the agency, then.”

I looked down at my fingernails, not wanting to admit she’d hit the bullseye. I didn’t feel good about the fact that I intended to use the agency’s privacy violations and extortion methods for my own ends. But if it meant protecting all clones from my batch’s fate, it was worth the compromise.

“I’m trying to stop generations of clones from being mutilated and exploited. That justifies a few unethical moves.”

Janette snorted. “That’s the sort of thing the agency founder said. And you’ve been quick to condemn them.”

Tired of her trying to bait me, I ignored that. “Do you know the founder’s name, by the way? The congresswoman who worked with McCormick? It wasn’t in the files I took.” I could let her have that tidbit. “Doc said she’s been dead for a long time.”

“She has.” A ripple that I didn’t understand at all crossed Janette’s face. “Her surname was Oliver. That’s all I know.”

“Oliver.” I’d never heard the name before and couldn’t immediately link it to a corporation or contemporary politician to reveal who was calling the shots at the agency now. That would be too easy. I’d look her up later and see if I could connect the deceased Congresswoman Oliver to any suspects.

“I have another question.” I shifted closer to her. “Do you think I could get back inside the agency without Vance’s team?”

“You don’t trust him?” Janette sounded intrigued despite herself.

“Would you?”

Janette was quiet for a moment. “If it were possible to get into headquarters without involving Vance, would you take me with you?”

“Is it?”

“That depends. Would you?”

“Janette—”

“You can’t keep me prisoner forever, Jane.” She leaned toward me intently. “Unless you didn’t mean all that stuff about freeing our batch, you should let me go home. It’s cruel to keep me here.”

I winced. She was right that she couldn’t stay here, not when things were so precarious with Vance. But the agency still might decommission her, and I had more batchmates to find—and a megacorporation conspiracy to take down—before I dared free her.

It was encouraging that she might know a way back into the agency, though. “I’ll think about it.”

Janette raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean that, or are you just trying to get intel out of me?”

“I mean it.”

“Good.” She smiled. “Just think: if we forgot about Vance and snuck into the agency ourselves, it would be a chance to work together again. Don’t tell me that isn’t tempting. You’ve always wanted to have batchmates to catch trouble with and sneak⁠—”

“Don’t push it.” I stood and headed for the door. “I said I’d think about it. See you this time tomorrow?”

Janette sighed and reached for her tablet. “I’ll be here.”
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As I left Janette’s room and locked her door with the key fob, I mulled over whether partnering up with her again would be worth the risk. Despite her tantalizing hints that we could get into the agency ourselves, I couldn’t let her return to them. But she wasn’t wrong about the hypocrisy of keeping her prisoner. I felt queasy every time I thought about what I was doing to her—and equally sure it was the only choice.

Voices drifted from Victor’s room, which was next to Janette’s. They were too muffled for me to make out the words, but the speakers had exactly the same pitch.

As I eased closer to try to eavesdrop, the door opened abruptly, and Vance stalked out. Past his shoulder I glimpsed Victor’s room, which was larger than Janette’s, and Victor himself sitting at a small table, a recently completed chess game in front of him. He’d won.

I hadn’t seen Victor Reid in over a year, since the day I learned he was the one who’d killed Janie. He’d grown a beard during his captivity, the edges trimmed in neat lines, and his head was still shaved close. I doubted Vance would let him have a razor, suggesting he tended his batchmate’s hair with his own hands.

Victor had looked up to watch Vance depart, and our eyes met for one brief, chilling instant. In that moment, I remembered exactly why I’d been trying so hard to keep my batchmates safe.

Vance closed the door, locking Janie’s murderer away once more.

He nodded at me. “Jane.”

“Vance.”

“How’s your batchmate?”

“Surly,” I said. “And yours?”

“Not as resigned to his fate as you might expect, given how long he has been here.”

“Has he ever tried to escape?”

“Oh yes. He keeps fit in there, and he tries to tackle me at least once a week.” Vance rubbed his scarred neck absently. “I was always the better fighter, though.”

We walked down the corridor together, passing through the gentle light of the mountaintop monastery wall screens, and headed for the Vault’s main hall. Vance seemed in a reasonably good mood, so I kept pace with him.

“You and Victor grew up together, right?” I asked, keeping my tone casual. “How old were you when you left Replicated Efficiency?”

“Eighteen, but then we attended a small private university together in preparation for our later roles.”

“Are you still in touch with your other batchmates?”

Vance glanced down at me. “I know where they are, but no, we weren’t especially close even before we began our first assignments. We were always meant to cleave to our employers, so to speak.”

“Who was your⁠—”

“That is not something I’m willing to discuss.”

His tone brooked no argument, and I didn’t push it. We entered the main hall, where Akira and Tad were going over satellite images of Regiment Tower on the couches. Vance headed for the kitchen area, muttering about fixing an omelet.

“How are the plans for the agency raid coming?” I asked, tagging along beside him. “Have you set a date yet?”

“We need a way in before we can start talking schedules, kid. Don’t get too eager.” Vance ran a hand over his shaved head. “The reconnaissance phase is taking longer than I’d like. We have to be extra careful following anyone around near that tower. Those folks live and breathe security.”

“More than your usual targets?”

He stepped behind the counter, grabbed some eggs from the fridge, and dropped them into the kitchbot. “I don’t like to deal with military targets at all. I don’t have good contacts inside the establishment like when I’m working a corporate job.”

I pulled out a stool and sat at the counter. “Can it even be done?”

“Haven’t given up yet.” Vance turned on the bot, which whirred as it got to work on an omelet. “I have Dean sourcing attack bots on the black market.”

“Attack—”

“Primarily as a diversion. I have no illusions that an all-out assault would succeed.”

“Right.”

Dean hadn’t mentioned the attack bots to me, though he hadn’t had much opportunity. Vance had been sending him to far-flung corners of the city all week, and he’d had to sleep at other safe houses the last few nights in a row. It irked me that everyone was acting like Vance hadn’t hit him, like Dean should just put up with that because of what Vance was doing for him. And what Vance was doing for me.

I took out my research tablet and scanned the public newsfeeds for any updates on the Ironside-Bluestone scheme. That morning, an article had announced a new bill set to pass in Congress that further relaxed the restrictions on medical implants. At this rate, they’d start implanting control devices in clones by the summer. Would they put them in children or install them in their adult units? The thought of Sine and her batchmates having their brains violated made me shudder.

When I glanced up from the tablet, Vance was studying me.

“What?”

“You’ve already infiltrated the building we’ve been working so hard to access, haven’t you?”

“Those were special circumstances. I can’t fool them into thinking I’m Janette a second time.” I hadn’t fooled Doc the first time anyway.

“I wasn’t talking about fooling them. We have the real Janette in custody. We could get her to bring us in.” The kitchbot dropped the omelet onto a plate, and Vance passed it across the counter to me. “She owes me after the hospitality I’ve shown her over the past few months.”

“She’s a prisoner, not a houseguest.” The omelet smelled really good, but I didn’t touch it, aware I owed Vance for his hospitality more than Janette did. “Anyway, I already tried that. She won’t betray the agency. She’d sabotage whatever you have planned.”

“Perhaps.” Vance tapped a finger on his chin. “Perhaps not.”

His focused expression made me nervous. “What are you thinking about?”

“Just thinking.” Vance held out a plate as the kitchbot dropped a second omelet then grabbed a fork from a drawer. “Your batchmate might be our best option.”

“But they’ll kill her.”

“Since when is that my problem?”

“Vance—”

“Relax.” He patted me on the shoulder, making me flinch. “I don’t waste resources. You should know that by now. You’re one of the team, aren’t you?”

I bit my tongue to keep from saying something I’d regret.

“I’ll be in my office.” Vance gathered up his omelet and utensils. “Let me know if you think of anything that could help us get inside the agency without using your batchmate. Catch you later, kid.”

As Vance strolled away, I gritted my teeth until they ached, trying to convince myself I’d imagined the threat in his tone.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT



A few days later, I woke up to Dean shaking my shoulder. It was late, and shadows cloaked my room.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, rubbing my eyes blearily.

“They’re gone.”

“Who?”

“The team,” Dean said. “I got back earlier than expected and ran into Tad in the garage. Vance is moving on the agency tonight.”

“What?” I sat up so fast I nearly headbutted Dean. “They’re going without us?”

“Vance must’ve decided we’d be a liability.”

I got the dizzying sensation that I’d overslept by a month and the world had spun on without me. “But I just talked to him a few days ago. He wasn’t even close to having a plan!”

“I thought so too.” Dean sat on the side of my bed, the faint light from the corridor glowing on his hair. “I should have been more suspicious when he kept sending me so far from the Vault. I thought he was just being a jerk. Guess he was deliberately keeping me out of the loop.”

I checked my gridwatch and saw it was nearly two in the morning. “Is it too late to catch up with them?”

“If we interrupt now, we’ll just get everyone caught. Tad said Vance took at least five people with him. Maybe more.”

I rubbed my face, trying to organize my thoughts. Dean’s weight on my bed was distracting. It felt far more intimate than hanging out in the workshop. Not the time, Jane.

“Why’d they bother sneaking out?” I asked. “Vance could have ordered us to stay put, if he really didn’t want to bring us along.”

“I don’t know.” Dean frowned, the shadows carving deep lines in his forehead. “Did he say anything strange when you talked to him? Or ask any suspicious questions?”

“All I remember is that he didn’t have a plan at the time. And he asked me if—” I gasped and leaped out of bed. “Janette!”

Grabbing Dean’s hand, I raced for the door, not caring that I was wearing a baggy sleep shirt and very short shorts. My socks slid on the tile floor as I dashed out of my room and down the corridor, dragging Dean with me.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as he jogged beside me. “What did I miss?”

“Vance was talking about using Janette to get inside the agency.” I relayed our conversation in broad strokes, my heart trying to climb out of my throat. “I told him she’d never agree to help.”

We skidded to a halt at Janette’s door. I’d forgotten the key fob in my bedroom, but it didn’t matter. The door was slightly ajar. She was gone.

“No.” I hauled the door open and rushed through to check the bathroom, even though I knew she wouldn’t be there. “He took her with him. He’s going to get her killed!”

“Not necessarily,” Dean said. “Let’s not panic.”

“We have to go after them!”

“Pause for a minute, and think it through.” He rested both hands on my shoulders to steady me.

I wanted to go flying through the corridors, to race after Vance and Janette on foot if I had to. I’d thought she was safe here, even if the rest of my batch wasn’t. She was the one I could protect.

“Vance must have a reason for doing things this way,” Dean said, his matter-of-fact tone calming me a little. “Despite his flaws, he’s never wasteful.”

“But he doesn’t care if she gets hurt. He wouldn’t mind using her as—” Abruptly, I noticed that Dean had on a large fake mustache and guyliner. He also wore a retro jumpsuit with a deep V-neck and bellbottoms wide enough to conceal a small dog. “What were you doing tonight?” I asked, distracted.

“Meeting a source at a nightclub. They didn’t show.”

“Shame to waste the outfit.”

“I’ve worn it before.” He brushed a bit of glitter off the jumpsuit. “You’d be surprised how many of my contacts hang out in retro discos.”

Satisfied I wasn’t going to bolt, he turned to search the room, riffling through Janette’s pillows and checking the undersides of all the furniture.

“What are you looking for?”

“Messages. Clues.” He dug through the trash in the bathroom too. “No syringes or tranq cartridges.”

“You’re trying to figure out if she went willingly?”

Dean nodded, coming back into the bedroom. “They could have carried her out easily enough, but if she didn’t want to go, she might have tried to leave a note for you.”

I couldn’t see the library tablet anywhere, but that could mean a number of things—Janette hadn’t finished whatever book she was reading, she wanted to burn the tablet because she was sick of having nothing else to do, or she’d used the device to take notes on her observations. My stomach lurched. I shouldn’t have left her alone so much.

Dean surveyed the room once more. “Notice anything?”

“The bed’s made,” I ventured. “No sign of a struggle.”

“That doesn’t mean there wasn’t one.”

“What does it matter now?” I slumped onto the yellow bedspread on the bottom bunk. “They’re gone. Are you sure we can’t follow them?”

Dean hesitated. “I think it would be a bad idea, especially because we don’t know what Vance is trying to accomplish tonight.”

“You don’t think he’s just stealing data?”

“I did, until he snuck out without us.” Dean rubbed the back of his neck. “There must be more going on. I don’t know him as well as I thought.”

I clenched my fists, frustrated at how powerless I felt. If we knew what Vance was planning to do inside the agency, it might help us figure out if we should risk going after him. But the chances that he planned to get Janette out safely after the raid seemed vanishingly slim. He’d probably left me behind because he knew I’d object to leaving her behind at headquarters.

I glanced toward the corridor, thinking back over our conversation the other day in case it offered any clues to what Vance might be thinking.

Let’s see. I’d just been talking to Janette, and Vance had just been talking to⁠—

I stood up so fast I nearly banged my head on the bunkbed. We might not know Vance as well as we thought, but someone else in the Vault did. “Any chance you know the code to Victor’s room?”
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Dean didn’t know the code, but he had plenty of tools in his workshop. With the help of a blowtorch and a crowbar, it didn’t take long to break open the door.

Victor heard the ruckus, and by the time we gained entry to his room, he had pulled on an elegant silk bathrobe and taken a seat at the chess table.

“Evening.” He tipped his head to the side. “Or is it morning?”

“It’s time for you to make yourself useful.” I pulled out the chair across from him and sat. Looking him in the face made me queasy, even though I’d been interacting with his various clones for months. Victor had always struck me as smooth and sharklike, more polished and sophisticated than Vance. But this man was Janie’s one and only murderer. “I have some questions for you about Vance.”

“I see.” Victor glanced at Dean, who’d planted himself in front of the door. Vance had mentioned Victor tackling him in various escape attempts, but Dean looked ready for him to try it, formidable even in disco glam.

“We’re having trouble working out Vance’s motivations and loyalties,” I said, keeping my voice steady to hide my nerves. “Do you know who his original employer was?”

“I do.”

“Who?”

Victor looked at me blankly, his cold blues eyes reminding me again of a shark. “I have no reason to tell you that.”

“Are you trying to protect your batchmate?”

Victor snorted. “Hardly. Vance has been a frustrating jailer. He refuses to share information about what has been happening during my captivity.”

“He’s really not into sharing.” I pulled at the hem of my sleep shirt, feeling like a child when facing the inscrutable Victor in his fancy silk bathrobe. “What did you want to know about that he wouldn’t tell you?”

“Henry, of course.” Victor leaned forward. “Have you seen him? Is he all right?”

“Mr. Ironside?” Despite everything I knew about his batch’s characteristic loyalty, Victor’s question surprised me. “He’s fine. Been doing brisk business, in fact.”

“Good.” Victor relaxed. “I thought he’d have located me by now, but if he doesn’t have a solid team, it might take him longer.”

“Longer to do what?”

“Rescue me.” Victor’s tone said that should have been obvious. “It’s only a matter of time before he secures my release and we resume our work together. The delay made me fear something had happened to him. Vance refused to tell me.”

I hesitated, not sure how to tell Victor that I was pretty sure Henry Ironside wasn’t looking for him at all. He’d hired a replacement fixer and worked to distance himself from Victor’s crime. After everything Victor had done for him, to Henry Ironside, he was still an employee—albeit a specially designed one he’d trusted—and when he proved faulty, Ironside had left him to his fate.

“The Vault is really secure,” I said, surprised at the unexpected urge to spare Victor’s feelings. “I’m sure Mr. Ironside is doing his best, but I doubt he’ll ever find this place.”

Victor’s brow furrowed. “In that case, I’ll have to resume my efforts to escape.”

I drew a deep breath. “I might be able to help with that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Yes, Jane, what do you mean?” Dean added warily.

I kept my eyes on Victor. “If you answer my questions honestly and don’t hold anything back, we’ll help you escape the Vault.”

They both stared at me, though I couldn’t tell whether they were surprised at my audacity or baffled that I thought I could get Victor out of here without getting caught. With so much of the team out on the raid, I wasn’t worried about that. Also, just because I’d offered to get him out of the Vault didn’t mean I planned to let him go.

“What do you want to know?” Victor asked. “I’ll warn you now that if it could harm Henry, I won’t tell you a thing.”

“I get it. You’re loyal.” That was the entire reason I was involved in this mess. He was the one who’d found me at Cloneworks and hurled me into the Ironsides’ lives. “My questions have nothing to do with Henry Ironside. They’re all about Vance.”

Victor adjusted the sleeves of his bathrobe. “Go on.”

“Who has Vance’s loyalty?” I folded my arms on the chess table, watching his expression closely. “He always claims to be doing jobs for various clients, but I think there’s more to it. Sometimes it seems like he’s working for himself.”

“What, specifically, makes you think that?”

I decided not to mention the raid on the agency for now. “For the past few months, Vance has refused to release a certain incriminating recording, but he doesn’t appear to be profiting off it either. It’s almost like he’s protecting the people implicated in it. I’m wondering if he has a different client than he lets on.”

Part of me suspected that Solidarity was Vance’s secret client. I’d entertained the possibility that Solidarity had been a guest on the Ironside yacht, perhaps a congressman or wealthy business owner. If Vance knew him, that could explain why he was hiding Solidarity’s collusion with Ironside and the Toxic Triplets. And he still might have sold out to Ironside himself.

Victor considered my question for several moments. He eyed the walls of his secure room and Dean standing guard by the door. Now that the smoke from the blowtorch had dissipated, the room smelled of stale fabric and generic soap. He’d been confined for over a year. He must realize he wasn’t getting out on his own.

At last, he cleared his throat. “Was the person in the recording Lavinia Bluestone, by any chance?”

I went still. “What?”

“She is the owner and CEO of⁠—”

“I know who she is. Why would Vance want to protect her?”

Victor glanced at Dean. “I’m curious whether you can answer that one, as I understand you’ve worked with Vance for a long time.”

I tensed, worried Dean was keeping things from me too. But he looked as confused as I was.

“All I know is that Vance avoids taking Bluestone gigs,” Dean said. “I asked around about it at one point and was told they refused to pay him for a big job years ago, and he has always resented them for it.”

“I’m afraid this one is not about money.” Victor looked between the two of us, a slight smile creeping onto his face. “Vance’s original employer was Horace Bluestone, Lavinia’s father.”

“What?” I couldn’t hide my shock. “Vance was the Bluestone fixer?”

“That’s correct.” Victor looked satisfied at my reaction. “He worked for Horace for three years after we completed our education and training.”

“Did something go wrong? Is that why he doesn’t take Bluestone jobs?”

“It most certainly did. Vance fell in love with Horace Bluestone’s daughter. They were both young and, frankly, stupid to think a romance between them would work. When Lavinia’s father found out about the affair, he fired Vance and hired Vaughn instead.”

“He replaced him?” My voice dropped to a whisper. For a model bred to be loyal, that must have been devastating.

Victor nodded, no hint of sympathy in his icy eyes. “Vance drifted for a while, trying to find a new purpose after his love and his life’s mission were ripped away. He put his skills to use digging up dirt for any minor corporation that could pay and built a business of his own. But he always held a candle for Lavinia.”

I struggled to imagine Vance pining over anyone, but I could picture him and Lavinia together easily. After all, I’d seen her with Vance’s clone.

“She married Vaughn instead.”

“Eventually, yes.” Victor picked up the queen from the chessboard and turned it in his long fingers. “After Horace died unexpectedly, Lavinia took the reins of one of the planet’s largest conglomerates. It was a difficult task, and she relied heavily on Vaughn’s advice. They became partners as Lavinia navigated her new responsibilities.”

“Romantic,” I said dryly.

“It was, in a way. Relationships built on shared work with a dose of adversity can become quite strong.” He glanced between me and Dean, showing more perception than I’d expected considering he’d only seen us together twice.

“About a year after Horace’s death,” Victor went on, “Vance quietly got back in touch with Lavinia. He offered to help her by using his new contacts and the team he was building to support Bluestone International. He promised to keep her involvement a secret, even from his team, in case they needed to do anything illegal. He was protecting Lavinia, as any good V-unit would do, and offering to serve as her secret fixer.”

“But Vaughn was working for her at the same time?”

“Not just for her but with her.” Victor set the queen on the board beside the king. “That’s where Vance miscalculated. He thought that by doing Lavinia’s dirty work and protecting her from the big, bad world, he could rekindle their youthful flame. Meanwhile, Vaughn stayed at her side, offering support and protection of a different kind. They fell in love, and he is the one she ultimately married.”

“What did Vance do then?”

“He confronted Vaughn, and they got into a physical altercation.” Victor touched his throat. “He gave Vance that scar.”

The wound in question had mangled Vance’s vocal chords enough to alter his voice forever. It hadn’t just been an altercation. Vaughn had tried to slash Vance’s throat. Victor wasn’t the only murderous unit in the batch.

I leaned toward him, enthralled by the story despite myself. “Was that the end of it?”

“Officially. But if I know Vance, he has never given up on Lavinia.” Victor turned toward Dean, who was still guarding the exit. “You said he doesn’t take jobs from Bluestone, but he never works against them either. You might find that Lavinia is behind some of the smaller clients who’ve hired Vance over the years. While I doubt she’d admit it to her husband, she has continued relying on Vance, who can do things for her that no one else will.”

I tried to reconcile this description of endless devotion with the ruthless information specialist I knew. It sounded far-fetched, but I had seen how far Victor would go for Henry Ironside, and he still believed he’d rescue him after all this time. Vance wasn’t so different.

I couldn’t help noticing the parallels between Vance’s operation and the agency’s. They kept mission details secret, siloed their workers, and hid their objectives. No one knew the complete picture about what was really going on except the boss.

Dean spoke up from the doorway. “Remember the other day when Vance didn’t act surprised about that new partnership, Jane? It makes sense now.”

“You’re right.” I shook my head in disbelief. “He must have heard about it from Lavinia herself.”

“Was I correct?” Vance asked. “Does the recording he’s hiding incriminate Lavinia in some way?”

“Not exactly, but she used it to acquire a powerful new partner.” I couldn’t tell Victor the partner was Henry Ironside, or his willingness to talk would evaporate. “She must have asked Vance not to release the recording, if she was planning to work with the people in the video. She might even have asked him to help her set up the deal in the first place.” As far as I could tell, it was only after Dean and I handed that video to Lavinia that she’d combined forces with Ironside and agreed to put his implants in her clones.

She must be how Vance had found out Dean and I had gone behind his back with the recording too. We’d handed our copy straight to the love of his life.

“If all this is true,” Dean said. “Am I correct in assuming Vance would go to extreme lengths to protect any incriminating information on Lavinia from being released?”

“Why?” Victor looked at me, his gaze sharpening. “Has she also been in the company of a surveillance clone?”

“We don’t know for sure, but it’s likely,” I said. “I found my sponsor’s headquarters, where the data the surveillance clones collect is stored. Vance is on his way there now. He might already be inside.”

“You found it?” Victor’s eyebrow twitched. “I spent the better part of a year trying to locate the source of Janie’s implant. Who are they?”

I bristled at the cavalier way he said Janie’s name. He’d killed her for gathering that data, even though she’d had no idea she was doing it. I stared him down, a deep rage simmering within me. How dare he steal one of my sisters from me and act like it was nothing, just a minor career failure and not a heinous crime? And now he thought he could ask for the scoop?

“I’m not going to tell you that,” I said tightly.

Victor tried to hold my gaze, but he wasn’t entirely without shame. He looked away first.

“So Vance is going to this headquarters to retrieve the data on Lavinia?” he asked, fiddling with the edge of the chessboard. “Or perhaps to erase it so it can never be used against her?”

I blew out a breath. “Looks that way.”

“Are you going after him?”

“We haven’t decided yet. It’s risky.”

Victor sat up straighter. “I can help you.”

“Why would you do that?”

He looked at me directly, recovering some of his composure. “You’re a clever girl. Why do you think?”

Chewing my lip, I thought it over. “You want to get at that data too. You want to protect Henry Ironside’s secrets as much as Vance wants to protect Lavinia’s.” I paused. “Maybe you also want to disrupt Vance’s mission out of spite.”

“I have useful skills.” Despite his cool demeanor, a hint of strain came through in Victor’s voice. He was desperate to join us. “I would be an asset, if you intend to cross Vance.”

“Sure, until you decided to betray us.”

“I won’t. I’ve never meant you any specific harm, Jane. What I did was only to protect Henry and his family. You understand that, don’t you?”

“I acknowledge that. Doesn’t mean I understand it.” Sitting back, I glanced at Dean, who still guarded the door, his expression impassive. “My friend and I need to talk it over.”

“But I told you the truth.” A hint of panic flared in Victor’s eyes. “You said you’d help me escape.”

“We still need to talk. We’ll be right back.”

Dean waited until I was safely out of the room, then he backed out and secured the door, using a bulky device to fuse it shut temporarily. The wall screens flickered around us, casting muted light over the corridor. The Vault felt deserted. No one had come to investigate the noise when we broke into Victor’s room, making me wonder just how many people Vance had taken with him.

“Do you believe his story?” Dean asked, keeping his voice down so Victor couldn’t hear.

“I think so.”

“If he’s right, Vance is breaking into the agency tonight to steal or erase the Bluestone intel so it can’t be used against Lavinia. He left us behind so we wouldn’t disrupt her lucrative new deal with Iron Corp.”

“Looks that way.” I tugged the hem of my sleep shirt down over my shorts. Though I definitely could have been better prepared to interrogate Victor, he’d shared more answers than I’d expected. “We need to catch up to Vance.”

“Not necessarily.” Dean smoothed down his fake mustache thoughtfully. “If he succeeds tonight, he’ll damage the agency’s effectiveness. Isn’t that what you’ve been wanting to do for months?”

“I guess.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

I spread my arms wide. “If Vance erases everything the agency has on the Bluestones, Lavinia and Mr. Ironside will be unstoppable. Protecting all clones is more important than my personal revenge. We need to get that intel.”

“It might be too late.” Dean glanced down the corridor, which was still eerily empty. “Vance has too much of a head start. He must be at Regiment Tower by now, and without Janette, we don’t have a way to follow him inside.”

“She’s the other reason I don’t want to leave Vance to it. He’s going to get her killed in there.” I couldn’t help feeling that I could have prevented all this if I’d just been a little more diligent, a little more careful. But with Vance’s plans already in motion, it might be time to take some risks.

“There’s one other person who might be able to get us inside,” I said at last.

“Oh?”

“It’s a long shot, but we’re out of time.” I touched the collar of Dean’s glittery jumpsuit. “We’d better get changed. I have a feeling this individual won’t trust us unless we look sufficiently presentable.”

Dean quirked an eyebrow, intrigued. “What about Victor?”

“We might as well bring him and as many gadgets as you can carry. After tonight, there’s no way we’re getting back inside the Vault.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE



Thirty minutes later, Dean, Victor, and I knocked on the door to the Sullivan residence in North Quadrant. The apartment was in an elegant old building not far from Regiment Tower, with an understated marble facade and a discreet face scanner at the door. My features had gotten us inside, and we’d taken the stairs to a corridor on the fourth floor, which was dimly lit and smelled of floor polish.

Dean wore a Grid City police officer’s uniform and carried a heavy pack full of gear on his back. He’d put Victor in handcuffs and hadn’t let go of him since we left the railcar—the silver one we’d ridden in on New Year’s Eve because Vance had taken Dean’s favorite stealth car.

Victor had donned dark-wash jeans and a respectable collared shirt, which was untucked with the sleeves rolled back, making him look like a white-collar criminal who’d been arrested on his way to brunch.

I wore workout pants and a sporty shirt in Cluster School N14 green, wanting to remind General Sullivan of his daughter at every possible moment. I was staking a lot on the affection I’d witnessed between him and Sully at the crossball game and her insistence that her father would help her out of any jam. I could only hope he’d want to help me too.

Dean knocked again a little louder. I glanced down the corridor, worried about waking the neighbors. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning.

The door’s intercom crackled. “Who’s there?” someone with a gravelly voice demanded.

“Grid City Police.” Dean held a badge to a scanner by the door, which whirred as it checked the badge’s chip against the city database. The scanner dinged, confirming it was a valid police badge. “We need to speak with you about an urgent matter, General Sullivan.”

There was a moment of silence, and I imagined the general peering through the peephole in the heavy wooden door. I stayed to the side, not wanting him to see me yet. At last, the lock buzzed, and General Sullivan opened the door.

The short, stocky general wore sweatpants with the army’s logo, and an N14 Chameleons T-shirt strained across his barrel chest. His face was craggy, and his gray hair had lingering hints of dark red that I hadn’t noticed at the crossball game. He kept one hand behind the doorjamb, as though concealing a weapon.

He assessed Dean briefly and spent longer scrutinizing his prisoner. Then he caught sight of me. “Sully! What are you doing out?” He shot Dean an exasperated look. “What did she do this time, Officer?”

I opened my mouth to tell him I wasn’t his daughter, but Dean motioned for me to wait. “I’d rather discuss it with you inside, if you don’t mind, sir. No need to bother the neighbors.”

The general gave a rumbling sigh. “Come on in.”

We entered the spacious apartment, which had a large, cozy living area and arched doorways leading to the kitchen and a hallway. Framed photos on the walls showed famous landmarks around the world, many with Sully and the general grinning in front of them with their arms around each other. A few older ones included a woman holding little Sully by the hand, presumably her adoptive mother, who’d died years ago.

The photos made jealousy spike unexpectedly in my chest. What had it been like for Sully to travel the world with parents who clearly loved her? When they picked her up from Cloneworks, she must have felt like she’d won the lottery. I could see why she was the happiest and most normal of my batchmates so far.

I was sorry to shatter the illusion of who and what she really was, but the family photos reinforced my belief that her father was the right person to help us.

General Sullivan gestured for us all to sit in the living room, which had a sofa, assorted armchairs, and a coffee table made from recycled metal, the rivets along the side suggesting it had been part of a ship or an airplane. I sat in a wingback chair, and Dean steered Victor to the two-person sofa.

General Sullivan stood beside a large, puffy recliner but didn’t sit. He kept one hand behind his back, hiding the weapon he must have grabbed when he heard the three a.m. knock at his door. “Well, what’s this about, Officer? And who’s this man?”

“I apologize for bringing a suspect to your home, sir.” Dean made a show of checking that Victor’s cuffs were secure. “He’s part of the matter we need to discuss.”

“I see.” The general scowled at Victor, not impressed by his respectable garb. “You are far too old for my daughter, so there’d better be a good explanation for why you two are in trouble with the law together.” He turned his disapproving frown on me. “Are you trying to send me to an early grave, Joan Marie Sullivan?”

“No, sir.” I swallowed. “And I’m not Sully.”

The general went still, an odd array of emotions cascading across his face as he scrutinized me anew. Confusion, alertness, a touch of fear. I wiped sweat off my palms, trying not to break eye contact.

“You’re one of her clones,” he said at last.

“Yes.”

He swallowed. “Is she okay?”

“Oh, as far as I know, she’s here sleeping!” I said quickly. “She didn’t know I was coming.”

The general’s shoulders relaxed a hair, and he glanced toward the hallway, which must lead to the bedrooms. He dropped into the armchair, tucking his weapon—a shock-Taser—in beside him, and studied me. He seemed to be searching for the differences between his daughter and me. For starters, I had fewer freckles and much shorter hair.

“You knew your daughter was a clone, correct?” Dean asked.

“I did.”

“Do you know anything about her original sponsor?”

General Sullivan’s eyebrow twitched. “When my late wife and I adopted her, she was classified as a leftover, but there was no information about her origins. We were told her files got corrupted when she was moved between clone campuses.”

“That was on purpose.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “All the clones in our batch were separated and placed at different campuses. Our records were deleted.”

I explained the situation as concisely as possible, covering everything from the agency to the surveillance implants. As I spoke, General Sullivan’s face settled into a preternatural stillness, giving no hint of what he thought about my revelations. I was afraid he’d suspect Sully was pulling a prank on him, but he seemed to accept I wasn’t his daughter.

I couldn’t tell if he believed my story, though.

“So,” I said, reaching the end of my explanation. “This government agency, which has been using your daughter to spy on you, has its headquarters in Regiment Tower.” I clasped my hands together, bracing myself to put everything on the line. “We came to you because there’s a group of freelance intelligence specialists attempting to break into the office and steal the data on the agency’s servers.”

General Sullivan stirred. “Right now?”

“Yes. They’ve kidnapped another one of our batchmates, and they’re using her to get inside.” Dean and I had decided to go with the kidnapping angle in our appeal to the general, even though we didn’t know whether Janette had struck a deal with Vance. We hoped General Sullivan would have a soft spot for his beloved daughter’s lost sisters. “We need your help to rescue her. If you can get us into Regiment Tower, we can save her, and you can confront the people who’ve been using your daughter against you all these years.”

There was no going back now. I dared to hope the general was powerful enough to shut down the agency for good. More people both within and outside the government needed to know what they were doing. Their exploitation of clones like me couldn’t be allowed to continue. Maybe Sully was right, and her daddy really could fix everything.

After a long, tense pause, General Sullivan cleared his throat. “Correct me if I’m wrong: you three came to my home in the middle of the night to ask me to escort you into the most secure building in Grid City. And you expect me to believe this outlandish story without question?”

“Ask all the questions you want.” I sat forward in my chair, my heart rate kicking up a notch. “This is real, and our batchmate really is in danger. We don’t have a lot of time, but we can prove the surveillance program exists. We brought a scanner that’ll show you Sully’s implant.”

Dean opened his backpack, and General Sullivan tensed, reaching for the Taser at his side.

“It won’t hurt her.” Dean slowly removed a long, collapsible device from the bag, keeping his eyes on the general’s weapon arm. “It’s a standard health scanner. You can verify the model yourself.”

The general frowned. “You’re not really a police officer, are you?”

“No, sir. But I am trying to help.”

He barked a laugh. “You’re insane if you think I’ll let you scan my daughter with anything until I check out your story and⁠—”

“Scan me!” Sully bounded out of the hallway, wearing plaid pajama pants and a white tank top, her long hair hanging loose around her shoulders. “I want to see the implant too.”

“How long have you been eavesdropping?” General Sullivan asked.

“Long enough.” Sully went over to perch on the arm of her father’s chair. “I’ve met Jane before, and I already knew about the surveillance program. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

He looked between the two of us, comparing our faces. “So, your name is Jane?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you have one of these implants too?”

“Yes, but it’s busted.” I touched my sternum. “We’re pretty sure Sully’s implant still works. She’ll continue recording your every move unless you help us deal with the agency.”

“Please, Daddy.” Sully grabbed his large hand in hers, and I felt a twinge of envy. I’d never experienced anything like their bond.

“I want to help them,” Sully said earnestly. “I told Jane you would have our backs if we were in trouble.”

His brow furrowed. “Why didn’t you come straight to me?”

“She said it would put you in danger. I wanted to protect you.”

“That’s my job, kiddo.” General Sullivan sighed heavily and turned back to us. “Fine. Show me this device.”
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It took several minutes to set up the scanner by the couch. Sully kept wriggling with excitement, and the first few scans came out blurry. Finally, Dean managed to capture an image of the implant in her body and bring it up on a fab-tab plugged into the scanner.

“Okay, you can see the main core of the device here in her sternum.” Dean pointed to the image as the rest of us peered over his shoulders. Even Victor craned his neck for a look.

“These blue lights are the nanowires that have been growing with her sensory nervous system since she was little. We don’t know at what age the devices were installed, but the girls have no memory of the surgery, so they were probably younger than four.” Dean glanced at Sully. “You don’t remember a major surgery, do you?”

“Nope.” She looked more fascinated than horrified at the alien device in her body.

Dean zoomed in the screen a bit. “As far as we can tell, these wires pick up signals as they’re sent to the brain. Sounds, sights, and a limited amount of sensation get recorded in the core. The information can be downloaded through these wires that connect to the skin.” He traced the blue lines running down the image of Sully’s arms. “All the handler has to do is get the subject to touch a specially designed device.”

General Sullivan listened in stony silence. He must be furious at what had been done to his daughter, but he kept his expression under tight control as he examined the implant on Dean’s tablet.

“I have some theories about my handler.” Sully sat up on the couch, looking around at us eagerly. “I’m thinking Coach Hodges or the owner of the bagel shop. I go there at least twice a week.”

Dean caught my eye at that. I felt a surge of gratitude that he was there. He understood how much little similarities like that meant to me.

“The handler is someone who sees her regularly?” General Sullivan asked, his tone hard enough to scratch glass. He obviously didn’t find all this as exciting as his daughter did. “How do they get access to her? We’ve moved frequently since she came to us.”

“They change handlers sometimes,” I said, thinking of Eliza/Clementine and the files I’d stolen that were designed to brief new handlers on their charges.

“It’s also possible they collect the intel without interacting with you,” Dean added. “They could have placed an implant reader in a spot you touch often.”

“Like our doorknob?” Sully asked. “Or my crossball stick?”

“Something like that,” Dean said. “We don’t know what the reader devices look like. My team created one, but it was bulky and required attaching wires to the subject’s body. They must have a better design.”

“Your team?” General Sullivan asked sharply. “What team is this?”

“We can explain all that later,” I cut in, worried about how quickly the minutes were ticking past. Vance and Janette could be inside headquarters by now. “Do you believe us or not?”

“I believe the implant exists.” The general rapped the fab-tab with his knuckles. “My question is ‘Why?’ Old-fashioned espionage not good enough anymore?”

“These devices can’t be blocked by countersurveillance jammers,” Dean said. “Anything the clone sees or hears is fair game, including information they’re too young to understand.” He eyed the general cautiously. “You’ve spent most of your career on secure military bases protected with top-of-the-line technology, haven’t you?”

“That’s correct.”

“None of that will stop a device like this. You could have the best signal jammers and an ironclad surveillance-repelling net around your home, and it wouldn’t matter.” Dean paused. “You also have a daughter who likes to eavesdrop.”

Sully shot her father a guilty look.

“Our whole batch is like that,” I said. “Plus, we’re cute and nonthreatening.”

“I’m sure Sully would never betray you on purpose or repeat what she overhears,” Dean said, beginning to pack up the scanner. “But with that implant, she doesn’t have to. They can still collect the intel and use it against you anyway.”

“I’m sorry about this, Daddy,” Sully said in a small voice.

General Sullivan blew out a long breath and scratched the back of his head. “If what this young man says is true, it’s not your fault, Sull.” He frowned at Victor, who’d been listening quietly in his handcuffs, then turned to me. “Okay, let’s say I believe you about the agency. You claim they operate out of Regiment Tower, and you want me to throw away my career to get you inside. Have I got that right?”

Hope surged through me, and my pulse began to race. “Yes, sir.”

“Does it have to be tonight?”

“There’s a raid happening as we speak. They’re trying to steal a bunch of the data the clones have collected, and they used another of our batchmates to get inside. Her life is in danger.”

“I see.”

I met his eyes, doing my best to look exactly like his daughter. “Will you help us stop them?”

“Have you gone to anyone else about this, such as the police?” He glanced at Dean’s uniform and snorted. “The real police.”

“No.” It hadn’t even crossed my mind to report an organization as powerful as the agency to the regular city police. “They wouldn’t believe us anyway. You’re our only chance.”

General Sullivan studied me for several more painfully long moments. Water dripped somewhere, and I caught a whiff of Sully’s shampoo—lavender. Time seemed to stretch as I imagined Janette walking through the agency’s corridors, enemies on all sides, and Vance hitting the delete button on the only piece of information that could stop Lavinia’s clone-implant scheme.

At last, General Sullivan gave a rumbling sigh and nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.”

I gasped. “Really?”

“Didn’t you say we don’t have much time?”

“Yes. Thank you!” I lunged forward to hug him on impulse, accidentally banging my shins on the metal coffee table. He patted my back awkwardly.

Dean grabbed Victor’s handcuffs and hoisted him upright, looking relieved and a little surprised. Victor’s expression was thoughtful.

“Brilliant!” Sully jumped up too. “Let me change really quickly.”

General Sullivan shook his head. “You are not coming with us.”

“What? But I have to!” Sully clutched her father’s arm. “You can’t leave me out now.”

“Oh yes, I can.”

“This involves me too.” Sully’s jaw set, and she mimicked her father’s stern gaze. “Those people have been using me as a science experiment for years. Don’t I have a right to help take them down?”

“No.”

A dangerous light flared in Sully’s eyes. “If you try to leave me behind, I’ll follow you and make a ruckus. I swear on Mom’s memory, I’ll get you caught.”

“Sull—”

“Please.” She grabbed his hand in both of hers. “This is my life we’re talking about here. And my batchmates are in trouble. I have to help them!”

General Sullivan’s expression flickered, an unreadable look crossing his craggy face. I thought he might be a little proud. He gave a tight nod. “You already know about the agency. You might as well see it for yourself.”


CHAPTER
THIRTY



We loaded into General Sullivan’s personal railcar to drive to Regiment Tower, though it was only a short walk from the apartment building.

“Fewer cameras in the parking level than the main lobby,” he explained as he tapped the destination into the control console. “Only vehicles with proper clearance are allowed inside. I’ll probably be court-martialed for this, but we should at least try to conceal our movements.”

“This might help.” Dean took a bunch of jammer devices out of his bag of gadgets and handed them around. “They’re not military grade, but using all of them together should confuse the cameras.”

General Sullivan accepted the device, eyeing him warily. “You came prepared.”

“Always.”

Dean hesitated before giving a jammer to Victor, who was still in handcuffs. He hadn’t said much since we left the Vault, but he was taking in every detail of his surroundings and our conversations, including the full story about the NSCIA. I’d worry about what he’d do with that information later.

The railcar didn’t have seats for all five of us, so Sully and I squeezed together on a single seat.

“This is so exciting,” she said as we jostled each other, trying to make room for our legs. “Thanks for coming to get us, Jane.”

“Wouldn’t want you to miss out.”

“Isn’t it neat that we get to rescue another batchmate together?” She wriggled with delight, clearly not grasping how dangerous this mission was. “What’s the one who got kidnapped like?”

“Janette? She’s levelheaded, smart, and uh, kinda mean. She might not be as excited to meet you as you are to meet her.”

“I’ll win her over,” Sully said cheerfully. “I’m very likable.”

Remembering that I’d said the same thing after meeting Janette, I grinned. “Good luck with that.”

Soon, Regiment Tower rose before us, grim and imposing against the night sky. It was too tall for me to see the upper tiers or the terrace where I’d stood with Logan months ago. I had no idea what we’d find in there tonight.

As we neared the building, the general’s railcar shifted from the multilevel main line to an exit rail that descended beneath the tower’s foundations. We had to pass several checkpoints, where automated sensors scanned the vehicle to make sure it was authorized to enter the parking level. The sensors registered how many people were inside, and twice, General Sullivan had to open the window and enter a manual code and his fingerprint into the security system to clear his visitors. Even if Dean’s jammers worked on the cameras, there would be no hiding that General Sullivan had brought four people into the building in the middle of the night.

“Are you sure about this?” he muttered to Dean after the second fingerprint scan. “If we get caught, my rank might not be enough to save us.”

“The people we’re intercepting have plenty of motivation not to trigger the building’s alarms,” Dean said as he zipped up his gear bag. “I can’t promise we’ll succeed in getting Janette away from them, but if it comes to a fight, they’ll try to be quiet about it.”

“That’s something, I guess.”

My heart beat faster. Would it come to a fight? I didn’t know what our chances were against Vance and his team of five or more. And we could still be caught before we got anywhere near them or the data they were trying to steal.

After passing a final checkpoint, the railcar entered the underground parking level and slid into a berth marked with the general’s name. We filed out of the car, jammer devices in hand, and looked around for security guards or bots. The parking level was deserted.

“So far, so good,” Dean said. “Keep those jammers on.”

General Sullivan led us across the gloomy parking level, passing mostly empty berths. “We can take the lifts partway up, but they don’t stop at the floors you described.”

“There’s a stairwell,” I said. “The agency has its own elevator that only people who work there can use, but I’m pretty sure the stairs go all the way to the ground.” I caught myself wanting to impress the general, to make him proud the way his real daughter did. “I snuck down a few levels, and the entrances to the nonagency floors were bricked up.”

“So there’s no way into the rest of the building?”

“Not that I saw. I don’t know what the security is like at the bottom, though.”

General Sullivan flipped open his gridwatch to bring up a map of Regiment Tower. “The bottom tier of this building has three emergency staircases that go all the way to the top.” He tapped three spots on the image. “They’re located in the north, south, and west corners of the tower.”

I leaned in for a better look. “And the east?”

“Officially has no staircase.” General Sullivan thumbed through the map on his screen. “The fourth staircase must be sealed off from the other levels so the agency can have an exit no one else can reach.”

Sully bounced on her toes beside him, her long ponytail swinging. “Wouldn’t people notice a whole extra staircase?”

General Sullivan put a hand on her shoulder to calm her frenetic movements. “Around here, people know it’s best not to ask questions.”

“Tell me if I’m understanding this correctly.” Dean stepped closer to study the map. “If we find this secret staircase’s location on a middle floor, we can break through the wall and climb the rest of the way to the agency without having to pass whatever security systems wait at the bottom.”

“Exactly.” General Sullivan gave him an appraising look. “How did you get involved with all this, by the way, son?”

Dean straightened. “I’m here for Jane.”

Warmth spread through me at his simple words.

Sully nudged me and whispered, “Nice one.”

“I also used to work with the team we think is up there now.”

General Sullivan frowned. “And what is their interest in the matter exactly?”

“Information. They trade in secrets.” Dean patted his backpack, which was heavy with gear. “I learned some useful skills from them.”

“I can see that.” General Sullivan snapped his gridwatch shut. “Once we secure the girl, let’s make sure your former colleagues don’t walk away with any of that information, eh? It could be a matter of national security.”

Dean didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sir.”

General Sullivan escorted us to an elevator reserved for guests without security clearances. After he authorized us with yet another code and scan, the lift began to ascend. New State patriotic music played from somewhere, and the lights for the floors lit up one by one.

As we rose through the tower, I studied my companions. Sully looked excited, on the verge of bursting into motion. General Sullivan was tense, Dean focused. Victor wore an air of icy cool, but his fists were clenched in his handcuffs. He met my eyes, and I looked away quickly. For my part, I felt like the walls of a tunnel were closing in around me, covered in spikes and grasping hands, but if I could just run fast enough, I’d escape into the light on the other side, where my batchmates were safe, no one could control us, and we’d all have a fighting chance at a normal life.

The elevator took us as far as the thirtieth floor, where we entered a dingy lobby leading to a corridor of offices for civilian employees.

“Shouldn’t be anyone working on this level overnight,” the general said. “But try not to look suspicious.”

We headed for the eastern corner of the building, watching out for late-night workers and roaming security bots. The motion-activated ceiling lights lit up with eerie precision as we strode down the corridor. My heartbeat sounded way too loud in my ears.

At last, we came to a blank white wall at the end of the corridor.

“If our guess is correct, there should be a stairwell on the other side of this wall.” General Sullivan ran a hand over the smooth plaster. “We’ll need something to break through it, like a chair or⁠—”

“How about explosives?” Dean pulled a small metal box covered in warning labels out of his pack. “Should save us a little time.”

The general’s eyebrows rose. “You did come prepared.”

Dean opened the box to reveal a row of minicharges, thumb-sized capsules fitted with tiny digital detonators. He attached several explosives to the wall in an oval shape and synced the detonators to his gridwatch one by one. While he worked, the rest of us retreated a safe distance down the corridor.

Sully whispered to me, “Dean’s a real catch. Does he have a clone too?”

“Nope. Sorry.” I jerked my head at Victor, whom the general was guarding while Dean set the minicharges. “He does, though. Watch out for him upstairs.”

She looked Victor up and down. “Got it. Why is he in cuffs, by the way?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Cover your eyes,” Dean called, jogging back up the corridor to join us. “This’ll be bright.”

I looked toward the end of the hall, curious despite the warning. Suddenly, there was a boom, louder than I’d expected, and bright lights seared my retinas. Smoke and plaster dust billowed toward us, an acrid smell filling the corridor.

All at once, the memories of the Bluestone bombing flooded my senses. The blast, the burning, the shattered glass. My friend Sine bleeding. Her dead replica’s staring eyes. The dust coating everything. I went rigid at the rush of memories, my breath constricting, my body quaking violently.

Then Dean was in front of me, putting his hands on my shoulders. I took in a few gasping, unsteady breaths, fighting the traumatic memories as Dean’s hands braced me, holding me together.

“Just breathe,” he said softly. “It’ll pass.”

He must have seen how the blast affected me, how a tiny part of me was still sitting on the floor of that shell-shocked coffeeshop, and always would be.

“Breathe, Jane.”

Gradually, the flood of panic receded. That other tower faded as I breathed and breathed, finding my way back to the present.

Dean tipped my chin up. “You okay?”

I swallowed, realizing in that moment that I was ridiculously in love with him. “I’m okay. Thank you.”

“We should hurry,” General Sullivan said. “That blast will set off alarms, if our arrival didn’t already.”

The dust cleared as we approached the jagged new hole in the wall. A shadowy staircase lay on the other side, the railing painted a familiar shade of burgundy.

“This is it.” I coughed, my throat dry. “All we have to do now is climb.”
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We climbed and climbed, our footsteps echoing through the stairwell, stirring up dust. The space was warm and stuffy, the walls endlessly monotonous. I had plenty of time to calm my nerves and prepare for whatever lay ahead. It felt like I’d been running flat-out since Dean woke me up to tell me Vance had left without us. I could hardly believe I was once more in the tower where I’d been an imposter and a captive, bringing a motley army to back me up.

And as we climbed, I dared to believe we could do this. We could save Janette and find the data—the blackmail, really—that I could use to sabotage the Ironside-Bluestone scheme. I even held out hope that we could expose the agency once and for all. Our arrival here tonight, in the presence of an army general with real power—and a reason to be furious about the surveillance program—could be the minicharge that brought the whole place down.

At last, we reached a door a full twenty floors above where we’d broken into the stairwell. We paused outside it to catch our breath. Sully, Dean, and Victor were much fitter than the gray-haired general and me, but we all needed a minute to collect ourselves.

“Okay, if this is the bottom of the agency, this level has a gym and a big lab,” I wheezed, wiping sweat from my forehead. “The computer level is one floor up. That’s where we think the others will be.”

“Our first objective is to secure Janette.” Dean checked the settings on a tech-gun he’d taken from his bag and gave me the bio-Taser from his ankle holster, closing his hands around mine on the grip and holding my gaze. He didn’t say it out loud, but our secondary objective was to acquire the data I needed from the servers. “I know those guys, so I’ll do the talking. They won’t want to make too much noise, which should help us.”

“You said there are six of them?” General Sullivan hefted a shock-Taser he’d brought from his railcar. He’d given Sully a matching one, and she was checking the settings expertly, biting her lip in concentration.

“At minimum.” Dean nodded at their weapons. “I suggest you set those to stun. They’ll be more valuable captured than dead.”

“Fair enough.” The general spun the dial on his Taser. “Same goes for anyone who works for this agency. They’re New State servicemembers, even if you don’t agree with their methods. I’d rather deal with them through official channels.”

“Agreed.” Dean caught my eye, and I could tell we were both hoping the general truly intended to “deal with” the agency.

Victor cleared his throat, startling us after his long silence. “If you want to hurt the agency, you should erase the data on the servers.”

I frowned. “Erase it?”

“All of it?” Sully asked.

Dean quirked an eyebrow. “Now, that’s an interesting idea.”

“Hold on a minute,” General Sullivan said. “Those are state secrets until proven otherwise.”

Victor met his gaze coolly. “Destroying the data would be better than letting your enemies steal it.”

“Is it even possible to erase so much intel?” I asked.

“It depends on what backup systems they have in place.” Victor rubbed his chin with his cuffed hands. “They’re obviously careful and don’t want the data falling into the wrong hands. They might not have easy access to any duplicates.”

“That’s a good point.” Dean considered him thoughtfully. “Losing the servers would be a serious setback to their operations, even if we can’t eliminate the data completely.”

“How would we do that exactly?” I wanted to use the agency’s data on the Ironsides and the Bluestones, but I wasn’t sure I could pass up a chance to strike such a serious blow against my sponsor. “Is there a virus or something that’ll wipe the servers?”

“That would be needlessly complicated,” Victor said. “I suggest you blow them up.”

I exchanged glances with Sully.

“They will have difficulty recovering from such a loss,” Victor went on. “It would bring attention to their offices, which could lead to the agency being shut down.” He turned to General Sullivan. “Many of your colleagues will take issue with the agency’s existence, even those who aren’t being spied on directly, the way your daughter is spying on you.”

General Sullivan studied him stonily, not flinching at the mention of his daughter. “Why are you suggesting this? What’s in it for you?”

Victor raised his chin and didn’t answer.

“He’s trying to protect someone,” I said. “This person happens to star in a lot of the recordings up there. That’s why you want it erased, right?”

Victor apparently saw no reason to deny it. “The information on those servers could harm my friend. If you all agree to get rid of it, I’ll help you in this fight.” He raised his handcuffed wrists. “You will be outnumbered, and I’m a liability like this.”

“I don’t trust you,” I said. “You killed one of our batchmates.”

Sully gasped.

“I did that for the same reason I’m suggesting you do this,” Victor said calmly. “Doesn’t that indicate my motives are pure?”

“He has a point,” Dean said. “We know where he stands, and I’d rather go in there with an extra fighter.”

I hated to admit it, but he was right about that. And Victor’s suggestion made sense. Destroying all the data would seriously damage the agency. It might even force them to halt the surveillance program. As much as I wanted to find blackmail that could bend Ironside and Bluestone to my will, I wasn’t sure I could pass up this shot. More importantly, I had to save Janette. Accepting aid from Victor Reid, an extra gun, might be the best way to do that.

“What do you think, Jane?” Dean prompted. “We should keep moving.”

“Uncuff him,” I said reluctantly. “Let him help us blow up the data if we can.” I’d just have to steal what I needed to counter the Ironside-Bluestone partnership before we hit Detonate.

As Dean unlocked Victor’s handcuffs, I caught a strange expression on General Sullivan’s face. Somewhere between resentment and regret.

“You are all committed to erasing the servers?” he asked.

I nodded.

Dean put away the cuffs and handed Victor a shock-Taser from his bag. “Is that a problem?”

The general looked at Victor then at Sully. I wasn’t sure what was going through his mind, but his reaction felt off. Did he know something about Victor that we didn’t? Was he getting cold feet at the prospect of deleting untold numbers of state secrets?

“You probably didn’t bring enough charges to destroy an entire server room,” General Sullivan said after an awkward pause. He turned to me. “You said there’s a lab on this level?”

“Yes.”

“There might be explosives we can use there.” He cleared his throat gruffly. “It’s best for us to split up anyway. I’ll check the lab and catch up to you at the server room.”

“I’ll come with you,” Sully said.

“No,” her father said sharply. “You stay with Jane. I’ll be with you soon.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.” He gripped her shoulder. “I love you, Sully. Be careful.”

He hauled open the door and set off toward the lab without looking back.

“Sir—” Dean took a step forward, alarmed at the general’s sudden departure, but it was too late to stop him.

“What was that about?” I asked.

Dean shook his head. “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

“He’ll be back,” Sully said, her hands moving restlessly on her Taser. “We’ll be okay until then, right?”

I didn’t answer, feeling confused and unsettled.

Victor rubbed his wrists, looking thoughtful. He tried to catch my eye, but I avoided his gaze.

We couldn’t do anything about the general now, and we couldn’t afford another delay. The room full of stolen data was waiting. So was Janette. This was our last chance to catch up before this place swallowed her for good.

We checked our weapons once more and headed up the final flight of stairs.


CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE



I led the way as we entered the agency’s middle floor, Dean at my side and Victor and Sully taking up the rear. The bio-Taser Dean had given me felt heavier than it actually was, a humming weight in my palm. I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it.

The corridor looked just as I remembered—tile floors, fluorescent ceiling lights, and rows of fish-tank offices, the screens inside dark. The place felt eerily quiet at this hour, and I wondered if anyone was asleep in the dormitories one floor above us, where I’d stayed during my weeks here. It was surreal to be back, and my heart drummed a frantic beat, sweat dampening my shirt.

We didn’t encounter anyone as we passed the last of the glass-fronted offices and paused at the corner where we would turn into the corridor lined with unmarked and windowless doors. I still didn’t know what was behind most of them, except for the computer room, the agency’s brain.

Dean nodded at me, and I peeked around the corner. A woman I’d seen around the Vault—I was pretty sure her name was Connie—stood guard outside the computer lab, wearing black tactical gear. She carried a tech-gun, but she was looking the other way.

Dean motioned for us to follow him, moving with a professional ease that reminded me this wasn’t his first time sneaking into a secure facility. He stalked toward his colleague, weapon raised, preparing to stun her from behind.

Suddenly, Sully’s foot caught on a tile, and she cursed under her breath. Connie whirled at the sound, her weapon coming up. Dean shot first, the electric zap crackling through the corridor. Connie fell, unconscious.

Unfazed, Dean pulled a bundle of zip-ties from his pocket and tossed them to Sully. “Tie her up, then guard our backs out here. Shout if you see anyone coming.”

“Will do.” Sully knelt beside the older woman and began securing her wrists and ankles. Her hands shook with nerves, and her face was pale. With our first enemy down, this must be starting to feel real to her. I gripped her shoulder briefly, feeling a little shaken too.

Dean motioned for Victor to move into position on the opposite side of the computer room door. “Can you cover me?”

Victor raised his weapon, his mouth set in a thin line. “I’m ready.”

Dean looked back at me. “We’ll engage Vance and make him think we’re here to steal the data out from under him. As soon as we have his attention, grab Janette and pull her out of the room as quickly as possible.”

“Got it.”

“Getting all of you out of the building safely is our priority. Anything else is a bonus.” Dean held my gaze, a hint of emotion showing through his professional mask. “Be careful in there.”

My heart squeezed tight. “You too.”

He looked at me for a beat longer then nodded to Victor. “Let’s move.”

Dean kicked open the door and burst into the computer room, Victor right behind him. Stun weapons zinged and popped as they fired at the team inside the computer room, taking them by surprise. Vance and the others had all been sitting at different computer screens in the back row of desks, spread out and vulnerable. One man toppled instantly.

It took several seconds for Vance’s team to return fire, giving Dean and Victor time to move to the right of the doorway and take cover behind the front row of desks. I clung to the doorframe behind them, holding my breath and counting our enemies. Five remained, including Vance, Akira, two men I’d seen around the Vault, and Pat, who was guarding Janette at the leftmost desk. She ducked for cover before I could catch her attention.

Taser blasts flashed as Vance and his team responded to the surprise assault. They abandoned their computers and fell into formation, shooting at Dean and Victor, filling the air with an electric zing. Several blasts struck the front row of screens, making them spark.

Dean and Victor moved farther right, staying low and covering each other, firing at Vance’s team in an alternating pattern. Victor looked comfortable with his weapon, a natural partner to Dean’s smooth competence. One of their shots struck home, and another of Vance’s men crumpled out of sight.

The others moved closer together to fill in the gap. I waited for my moment, sweat coating my palms, my heart pounding wildly. As everyone on Vance’s team pivoted to face Dean and Victor on the right-hand side of the computer room, I darted through the doorway and moved to the left.

Crouching low, I raced along the side of the room, heading for where I’d seen Janette. My ears hummed from the shock blasts, and all my little body hairs rose. I kept expecting a stray blast to strike me, and my old Taser wounds twanged a warning.

As I passed the second row of desks, Dean or Victor stunned a third member of Vance’s team, who fell with a loud thud. Vance shouted an order to the others, his voice tight with anger.

I dove behind the back row of desks, banging my knees painfully. Janette crouched behind this row, both hands covering her head, her face pale. Pat had been guarding her, but he’d moved along behind the row to support his teammates and was too busy firing at Dean and Victor to notice me.

I crawled along behind the desks and grabbed Janette’s arm.

She startled. “Jane, what are you⁠—”

“Shh. We need to get out of here.”

I tugged Janette into the server farm that occupied the back of the computer room, drawing her away from the firefight. We took cover behind a gleaming data tower as laser blasts skittered around us. Janette’s eyes were wide, and she didn’t make a sound, more scared than I would have expected. “You’re okay,” I whispered. “We’re here to⁠—”

“Hold!” Vance shouted, his raspy voice cutting through the clamor of the shock weapons. “Hold, all of you!”

Everyone stopped firing at once, leaving the room shuddering in the aftermath. I squeezed Janette’s arm then peeked around the data tower to see what was happening.

Vance stood with his hands raised. He wore black tactical gear, and a tech-gun lay smoldering on the desk beside him. Three of his men were unconscious on the ground. A fourth I hadn’t spotted before had taken cover with Akira behind an overturned desk. Pat knelt behind a different desk, holding his arm, which was badly singed, his weapon on the floor beside him.

Dean and Victor were on their feet, both still armed. Dean aimed at Akira and the other man’s desk shelter, holding them in a tense standoff. He had a new burn mark on his cheek, and his police uniform was smoldering, but I couldn’t tell how badly he was hurt. I gripped the edge of the data tower to keep from dashing out to help him.

The reason for the standoff was clear: Victor had his weapon pointed right between Vance’s eyes. His ice-blue gaze was locked on his batchmate, his mouth twisting in hatred. No matter who shot next, Victor would take Vance down. I didn’t have to see the dial to know he’d set it to kill.

“Nobody move,” Vance ordered his team, a catch in his voice betraying his fear. “We can talk this out, Vic.”

Victor stared at him coldly. “Haven’t we talked enough over the past year and a half?”

I ripped my gaze from the pair to scan the computer room in case more enemies were lurking. Including the three unconscious men and the woman in the corridor, Vance had brought at least seven people into the agency with him. There might be more.

“You didn’t come all the way up here just to kill me,” Vance said, already regaining his composure. “What exactly are you hoping to do here, Vic? Dean?”

Dean didn’t look at him, concentrating on Akira and the other man. “We came to stop you from taking the data.”

“Wasn’t this your idea? Who are you working for now, kid?”

“I don’t work for anyone,” Dean said. “Including you.”

Vance was silent for a moment. “I see.”

His cold tone made my shoulders tighten. Dean’s expression remained focused, despite the murderous note in his former boss’s voice. A man who valued loyalty as much as Vance wouldn’t take kindly to betrayal. I tightened my grip on my bio-Taser, wondering if I could shoot him from behind. But I didn’t trust my aim enough to risk exposing my position.

Janette poked me in the arm, making me jump. “What are you doing here, Jane?”

“We’re saving you,” I whispered.

“Saving me? I agreed to come with them. Helping Vance get inside was my best chance at getting back to the agency.”

“That’s who we’re saving you from.” I twisted to face her, disappointed we’d been right about her coming willingly. “They’ll decommission you.”

“Not if I help them capture Vance,” Janette said. “You didn’t think I’d help him leave this place, did you?”

My stomach lurched. “Did you already sound the alarm?”

“Of course.”

“How long do we have before they show up?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been out of the loop, and it’s possible they’ve changed the alert codes.” She paused. “I didn’t want you to get hurt, Jane. That’s why I convinced Vance to leave you behind.”

“That was your idea?”

“Yes, and thanks for ruining it,” she said tartly. “What’s your plan?”

“We’re going to erase the data if we can and get you out of here.”

Janette’s forehead wrinkled. “Erase what data?”

“All of it.”

“You can’t be serious. There’s decades worse of intel in here.” She rested a hand on the nearest data tower, which purred like a sleeping beast. “Think how useful this stuff could be to you.”

“It’s dirty. The way they got this⁠—”

“I get it,” she said impatiently. “But you have ambitious goals, Jane. You already used their data to locate our batchmates. Don’t you have other questions about them or their targets, questions that could keep them safe?”

I suspected this was a delaying tactic while she waited for someone to respond to her alarm, but she had a point. I didn’t know my other batchmates’ handlers’ identities or targets, which would help when I tracked them down. I still hoped to find dirt on the Ironsides and the Bluestones, too, and I didn’t have time to search the system blindly. I needed Janette’s help.

“Do you know how to find the handler data on this system?”

She gestured for me to follow and crawled toward the nearest computer. I listened for sirens or any sign that someone had gotten Janette’s alert, but I couldn’t hear anything outside the computer room.

The others remained caught in a tense standoff. Vance and Victor stood almost nose to nose, speaking quietly to each other. Victor’s weapon was still pointed at Vance’s forehead. Dean trained his tech-gun steadily on the pair behind the desk shelter. The men he’d stunned would be waking up soon too.

Pat, still cradling his injured arm, was the nearest person to us, but he didn’t see Janette and me sneaking to the computer desk a dozen paces from him. As we got closer, I realized that from his position, Pat could probably grab his weapon and shoot Dean while he focused on Akira and her companion. But he didn’t try. Akira didn’t make a move either.

My throat tightened. Dean had worked with these people for years. He was their friend, a little brother they’d watched grow up. They were hesitating, trying to avoid taking a fatal shot. None of them wanted this fight.

Please let them hold off a little longer. Give us time to finish the job.

Janette and I reached the computer, and she rose onto her knees to log in, staying low to avoid attracting attention.

Movement caught my eye as the door to the corridor opened slowly then closed again. Someone had entered the room, but I couldn’t see them from this angle. Was it General Sullivan? Or Sully? Or had the agency responded to Janette’s call for backup?

Janette sifted through files on the computer, her fingers skimming the touchpad. She might be stalling, but I hoped to learn something useful in the meantime. She entered a password—not the one she’d given me—and pulled up a file matrix. “You wanted to know the handlers’ identities, right?”

“Sully’s first.”

Janette tapped the touchpad, and I moved closer, shuffling on my bruised knees. The file opened, revealing a detailed document with a name at the top.

General Roland K. Sullivan

“That’s the target, not the handler.”

Janette frowned and tapped a few keys. “No, this is definitely the handler file.”

I clapped a hand over my mouth, reading the name again.

General Roland K. Sullivan

We’d gotten it wrong. Sully’s handler wasn’t using her to spy on her father.

Her father was the handler. He was the one using her as a spy.

The awful truth unspooled before me. General Sullivan had lied to us. He’d known about the agency all along. He’d known even before he met Sully.

The agency hadn’t been spying on New State’s military. A high-ranking member of the New State Army had been spying for the agency. My stomach roiled as I realized the general and his wife must have adopted Sully specifically to use as a secret recording device at his postings around the world.

But if that was true, why had General Sullivan helped us tonight? Why not summon Logan and his goons to capture us in his apartment? Had he decided to defect?

I couldn’t count on that. We’d warned him about Vance. Maybe he wanted to get us all inside the agency, where his colleagues could lay an ambush and capture Vance, his team, and me in one go. Or maybe he’d hoped to hide his involvement from Sully for as long as possible in case he could keep using her as his own personal surveillance drone.

I wavered on my knees, gripping the desk so hard it hurt. We should have been more suspicious when he agreed to help and snuck us into Regiment Tower with so little opposition. I’d been too worried about Janette and Vance to notice it had been too easy. We’d walked right into a trap.

Suddenly, Sully popped up beside me. “Hey! I couldn’t stand waiting outside any longer.” She looked between me and Janette, grinning from ear to ear. “Dude, it is weird to see you two together.”

“You must be Joan Sullivan,” Janette said coolly.

“Call me Sully.” She glanced at me. “Geez, Jane. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I opened and closed my mouth, not sure how to tell Sully what I’d just discovered. The father she adored and trusted was her handler. He’d been using her all this time, knowing she had an implant that stole every shred of her privacy, knowing she had other batchmates. He’d kept it all from her.

I swallowed, my throat dry. “I found your handler.”

Sully’s smile faded at my tone. She shuffled to the computer and looked at the screen. Her face went still, her eyes skipping down the file as she tried to understand.

“Is this real?”

“It’s real.” I gripped her hand and found it cold and limp.

Across the room, Victor and Vance were still scowling at each other, locked in their hate-filled standoff. Sweat gleamed on Dean’s forehead as he kept his weapon trained on his former colleagues, waiting for someone to make a move.

None of them knew an ambush was on the way. General Sullivan must be summoning the agency’s foot soldiers—if Janette’s alarm hadn’t gotten to them first. It occurred to me that the general had only separated from our group after he learned we intended to erase all the data in the servers, not just rescue Janette as we’d claimed. No matter his personal feelings about his daughter and her batchmates, the agency would do anything to prevent that.

I wanted to shout a warning to the others, but if I startled them, they might start firing again. We were stuck.

“He knew,” Sully whispered hoarsely, drawing my attention back to my batchmates. “He’s one of them.”

“He is, and he’ll be here any second. We need to get out of here.”

She dragged her gaze from the handler file and turned to me, her eyes glazed. “How?”

“I don’t know.” I searched the computer room for a way out. The agency goons could be occupying the corridor outside the main door by now, blocking our escape route.

Maybe we could use Dean’s explosives to create a diversion—and take out some of the data towers while we were at it. But I couldn’t get anywhere near Dean or his gear while he was still facing down Vance and his team.

We don’t have time for this. The agency wouldn’t want any of us to leave this place alive. Our only chance of escaping was to work together.

Before I could lose my nerve, I sucked in a breath and stood. “Nobody shoot. The agency is coming. We need to get out of here right now.”

“We disabled the internal alarm system,” Vance rasped, not even looking at me. “Janette’s call didn’t go through, whatever she said. You think I didn’t anticipate that?”

Janette made an irritated sound beside me.

“General Sullivan is one of them,” I said. “He’s on his way with backup right now.”

Dean’s eyes flicked toward me, and I saw him rapidly processing this information. Everyone else just looked confused.

Vance continued staring down Victor’s shock-Taser. “I’m not leaving without the data.”

“What if we destroy it all?” I said. “It’s faster than stealing it, and that way, no one can use any of those secrets to hurt Lavinia Bluestone.”

That got Vance’s attention. He spun toward me, heedless of Victor’s weapon pointing at his head. “What did you say?”

“I know all about you and Lavinia. You came here to secure whatever files they have on her. We’ll help you erase it all on the condition that no other data leaves this room.”

“It’s a good compromise,” Victor said, lowering his weapon a bit. “I want to protect Henry as much as you want to protect Lavinia.”

“Don’t you dare presume we’re the same,” Vance spat. “You⁠—”

“We don’t have time for this,” I interrupted. “You all need to take those weapons of yours and start blasting data towers. It’s our only chance.”

Silence reigned for several perilous seconds. I heard a thumping sound, and I wasn’t sure if it was my heartbeat or boots marching toward us.

“Fine,” Vance said. “Let’s do it. But you will pay for betraying me, kid. You, too, Dean. And you can forget about freeing your mother. I have friends inside that prison.”

Dean stiffened. “If you hurt her⁠—”

“We’ll discuss it later,” Vance snapped. “Help me get out of here if you want to see her again.”

Dean’s jaw clenched, but he nodded. Without a moment’s hesitation, he marched past the others, pointed his tech-gun at the nearest data tower, and started firing.

Sparks erupted from the tower, hissing and spitting. Smoke rose in a billowing mass, and a bitter, plasticky smell permeated the room. I felt a jolt of satisfaction as the data burned.

“Jane, look out!”

At Sully’s shout, I turned in time to see Janette swinging a chair at my face. I ducked, and the chair leg passed within an inch of my skull. I threw myself at Janette’s legs, tackling her to the ground. We landed hard and rolled against the nearest desk. Pain arced through my back.

“You can’t do this,” Janette hissed, clambering on top of me and reaching for my neck. “You’re destroying lifetimes of work!”

I was too busy stopping her from choking me to answer, swatting frantically at her grasping hands. She was much stronger. I could barely keep her fingers from my windpipe.

I managed to plant my feet and lurch my torso upward, momentarily knocking Janette off balance.

“Get the other handler data!” I hollered to Sully, trying to twist around and push myself up while Janette’s nails raked my skin. “And anything else you can find. I’ll hold her off.”

“On it.” Sully plugged her gridwatch into the computer, her hands shaking as she transferred files as fast as she could.

Janette took control of the fight again, and we rolled toward the data towers, still wrestling wildly. I gasped for breath, sweat dripping in my eyes. Why hadn’t I spent the past few months working out too?

The air fizzed and smoked as the others discharged their weapons at the data towers, frying drive after drive. Smoke alarms blared, and lights flashed violently. Their weapons would run out of charge, or the agency goons would reach us long before they finished the job. We needed a better plan—not that I was in any position to come up with one.

Janette got me in a headlock and began trying to cut off the circulation to my brain. Her strong arms tightened around me, and the room fuzzed around the edges. I couldn’t tell if I was losing consciousness or the smoke from the servers was billowing closer.

“Sully,” I gasped.

“Almost done.” The computer screen in front of her flickered. The whole system could short out before she finished. We needed more time.

My vision blurred, and I scratched uselessly at Janette’s arms, panic beating against my chest like wings. The room was darkening rapidly.

“That’ll have to be good enough.” Sully unplugged her gridwatch, folded the screen with a snap, and rushed over to help me. She hooked her fingers around Janette’s arms and pulled them back hard. I gasped in a ragged breath.

“Let her go, Evil Jane!” Sully shouted, trying to disentangle her from around my neck.

“It’s Janette,” she ground out, struggling to jerk out of Sully’s grasp. Her elbow bashed me in the chin, and I saw stars. But at least I could breathe again.

As Sully and Janette grappled for control of my throat, I felt a burst of irrational anger. This was the first time the three of us had been together. Why were we fighting too hard to enjoy it?

With a surge of effort, I managed to wriggle away from Janette and lurch to my feet, staggering a little. I helped Sully restrain Janette, each of us taking control of an arm. The acrid smoke thickened around us, and the air crackled with electricity. Sirens blared, hurting my ears.

“We have to get out of here,” I croaked. “The agency will kill us all.”

“My dad wouldn’t hurt me,” Sully said without a hint of doubt.

“We have no idea what he’ll do. He’s not who you think.”

“Let me go!” Janette twisted and writhed in our grasp, fighting so hard she nearly overpowered us both. Her determination shocked me. She wanted to help the agency so badly that she’d fight us like this? Even though she’d tried to protect me by getting Vance to leave me behind, she would still side with our sponsor over us.

In that instant, I understood with perfect clarity. I couldn’t force Janette to feel differently. She was her own person. Keeping her hostage hadn’t changed her mind, and neither would wrestling her into submission. It didn’t matter that I didn’t like it. Janette had made her choice.

I loosened my grip, one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

“Leave her,” I said to Sully, feeling as though the words were being clawed out of me. “She wants to stay, so she should stay.”

Sully looked up in surprise. “Are you sure?”

“No, but we need to get out of here. We’ll never make it if she fights us the whole way.”

“Fine.” Sully released Janette, who scrambled back against the nearest data tower, breathing heavily, her eyes locked on my mine.

Sully pushed her sweaty hair back from her face. “What about my dad?”

“We’ll figure out what to do about him later. We need to go before⁠—”

The door burst open, and Logan and a dozen armed agency fighters charged inside.
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“Everyone, freeze!” Logan hollered as he charged into the computer room, his men fanning out around him. They wore silver body armor and helmets, faceless automatons with big guns.

Dean and the others had been blasting the data towers as fast as they could, and several stacks were on fire. The flames spread, melting plastic and licking across wires, seeking fuel. Smoke billowed through the room, and I choked on the bitter fumes, my throat raw.

“I said freeze!”

At Logan’s shout, everyone froze for one bristling moment.

Dean looked straight at me from the opposite side of the room, his eyes blazing, and mouthed, “Run.”

Before I could react, Akira popped out from behind the overturned desk and fired at Logan, singeing a line across his ribs. Pandemonium erupted as Logan’s men returned fire, and Vance’s crew followed Akira’s lead. The pop and crackle of laser weapons filled the room, lights strobing. The air itself seemed to spark.

Dean dove out of sight.

I plunged into the nearest server aisle for cover, dragging Sully and Janette with me. Shouts and Taser blasts echoed around us, hurting my ears. It was all happening too fast. I could barely see through the chaos.

Then General Sullivan pushed through the door, bellowing like an angry bull. “Sully! Are you in here, Sully? Stop shooting, you idiots!”

“See?” Sully started forward. “He won’t hurt me.”

“It might not be up to him.” I seized her arm to keep her from waving to her father. “He’s just a handler. He can’t stop them if they decide to kill us all. We’ve caused them enough trouble.”

“But—”

“We need to get to safety. We can decide what to do about him later.”

I peeked out of the server aisle as Doc and Anna entered the computer room, both looking as though they’d dressed hastily. They conferred with General Sullivan near the door, blocking our only path out. I remembered how soundly Anna had defeated Bridget in the kickboxing ring, how strong and fast her implants made her. We wouldn’t stand a chance against her.

I ducked back into the aisle. “Too many people blocking the exit. Is there any other way out of here, Janette?”

“That’s the only door.”

“Not what I asked.”

Janette’s mouth tightened, but she finally decided to be helpful. “There’s no exit, but if you can get through the corner wall, there’s a stairwell on the other side. It doesn’t have any doors on the agency floors.”

“That’ll work.”

I looked for Dean, hoping he had more explosives, but he and the rest of our allies had retreated into the server farm. Shots blasted from several aisles, and it was impossible to tell who was firing. Logan’s team advanced, preparing to hunt my friends through the data towers.

“Careful with those weapons!” Anna shouted after them. “We can’t lose any more servers!”

“Let’s go,” I whispered to my batchmates. “We’ll try to meet up with the others at the back and break through that stairwell.”

“I’m still not going with you,” Janette said.

“I know.” There was no convincing her now. “Can you distract Doc and Anna while we escape?”

Janette blinked, as though surprised I was actually letting her go. “I’ll try. You’d better get out of town. Leave New State if you can.”

Sully blanched. “What? We can’t⁠—”

“They’ll hunt you down,” Janette snapped. “You have no idea what they’re capable of.”

“We’ll go,” I said. “Thank you.”

I squeezed her hand, our identical eyes meeting. My neck still hurt from her trying to choke me, but I felt like we understood each other for once.

“Be careful,” Janette said hoarsely. “Now get out of here.” She pushed me down the aisle and motioned for Sully to follow. As the two of us retreated, Janette took a deep breath, raised her hands, and stepped out of the server farm.

“Don’t shoot! It’s me!”

“Hold your fire!” General Sullivan shouted. “Is that you, Sully?”

Janette didn’t correct him, keeping her hands in the air and buying us time. With all the smoke and flashing lasers, he couldn’t see her well enough to identity her.

As Sully and I raced down the aisle, she kept looking over her shoulder, trying to catch sight of her father.

“Maybe I should⁠—”

“Ask him to explain later. We need to move faster.”

As we sprinted through the server farm, lights blinked on the data towers, like windows in a hundred skyscrapers. I got the eerie feeling that Sully and I were two giants, monster clones out of a nightmare, racing down a city street between the electric towers.

We reached the back of the room, where a narrow gap ran between the plaster wall and the data towers. There was no sign of Dean or the others. I felt disoriented and couldn’t tell which direction would take us to the correct corner to find the hidden stairwell—our only chance of getting out alive.

“This way,” Sully said. “She meant the south stairwell, right? Not the one we came through?”

“I think so.”

Sully set off confidently, and I followed, coughing because of the spreading smoke. It smelled different from the explosives in the minicharges and the Bluestone bombing, more plasticky and sour. My eyes watered from the fumes.

As we ran behind the aisles, I caught a flash of Pat exchanging fire with the agency team. Then Bridget, her silver helmet knocked askew. Then Vance, scowling as he shot into the smoke.

But no Dean. Had he been hit? Was he lying beneath a data tower, unable to run? My stomach churned with fear. After everything we’d been through, everything he’d done for me, I couldn’t have gotten him killed. Not when we were just getting started.

He’ll make it. He has to.

Logan’s team didn’t seem to have heard Anna’s order not to fire near the equipment. They continued to shoot as they chased the intruders, some of their blasts hitting the data towers, damaging them bit by bit.

As Sully and I neared the corner of the server room, a waft of blistering heat poured over us. An especially large fire blazed there, melting the data-storage units and destroying valuable information. As the agency’s secrets went up in smoke, I felt a jolt of glee. It served them right after what they’d done to us.

Suddenly, a man charged out of a smoke-filled server aisle and knocked into me, slamming my shoulder against the back wall. Pain careened through me, and I tasted blood. I crumpled to my knees, my vision sparking.

As I struggled to stay conscious, a pair of shiny shoes appeared in front of me. I looked up. Victor Reid stood over me.

He still held the weapon Dean had given him. As he gazed down at me, the video of Janie’s murder flashed before me. Victor bracing his feet, raising his weapon, firing at her chest. I held my breath, preparing for history to repeat. I’d gotten him captured. He must want revenge.

But instead of shooting me, Victor grabbed my arm and hoisted me to my feet. “Do you have a way out?”

I was too stunned to answer.

“We need to break through the south wall,” Sully said, dancing on her toes beside him. “There’s another stairwell.”

Victor nodded. “Let’s go.”

He released my arm, and he and Sully continued onward together. My stomach wrenched at the sight of them side by side, but I forced myself to follow.

Still no sign of Dean. The smoke was dense and black now. He must be fighting in the aisles, where the pop and blast of the tech weapons raged on. I worried he wouldn’t run away because he was keeping our enemies busy, giving me time to escape.

Don’t you dare die.

“This is the south corner,” Victor said as we reached the far wall. He rapped his knuckles on the plaster. “Do you have the explosives?”

“Dean has them,” I said. “We need to go back for him and⁠—”

“No time.” Victor strode to the nearest data tower and tore off a big hunk of metal with a screech. Then he swung it at the wall, hitting it hard enough to chip off a piece of white plaster. He swung again and again, breaking off more plaster with each blow.

Sully followed his lead, grabbing a large electric object of indeterminate use and bashing the wall beside him. She bared her teeth in a snarl, as though working off the pain of her father’s betrayal as she tried to break through to safety.

Crashes echoed around them, the server room already so noisy it shouldn’t attract attention. But no matter how hard Victor and Sully attacked the wall, they didn’t make much progress. The paint and plaster chipping away revealed a solid brick wall, the same brick that had lined the last stairwell. We wouldn’t get through like this.

“Keep at it,” I told Victor and Sully. “I’ll find Dean.”

The agency’s signal jammers meant I couldn’t message him, so I raced up the nearest aisle, searching frantically. Smoke engulfed my head, and I bent lower, sucking in as much clean air as possible. I fought a rising tide of panic, imagining Dean’s steadying hands on my shoulders and the way he’d tipped my chin up to see if I was all right.

I couldn’t lose him now.

“Dean!” I hollered. “Where are you?”

I ran and shouted, smoky tears filling my eyes. I kept expecting a laser blast to hit me, and my old Taser wounds ached in anticipation. He couldn’t be dead. I refused to entertain the possibility.

“Dean!”

The smoke cleared a little, revealing that no one was ahead of me. At the first opportunity, I ducked through a gap between the servers to the next aisle over. I moved from aisle to smoke-choked aisle, as though exploring a gigantic maze. I was the mouse, an involuntary science experiment who wanted nothing more than to find a little freedom for me and my siblings.

Suddenly, a shock-Taser blast pinged past my head. I screamed and threw myself to the ground. More blasts followed, sparking off the nearest data tower. I gritted my teeth, bracing for the worst.

The shots paused, and I looked up through the smoke, barely making out the silhouette of the person who’d fired at me.

It was Logan, broad and hulking with that Frankenstein’s-monster forehead. Logan, who thought of Janette as a little sister.

“Logan!” I called, my voice cracking. “It’s me, Janette. Don’t shoot!”

“J? How do I know it’s you?”

“Don’t be stupid,” I shot back. “You’ve lost your edge while I was gone. Bet I can beat you in the ring now too.”

Logan didn’t answer, and I wriggled along the ground like a worm, trying to get farther away. I couldn’t tell if I’d fooled him.

Finally, Logan spoke. “We got the order to decommission all Jane units on sight.”

Freezing, I listened intently.

“I’ll argue your case, J,” Logan went on. “But there’s a chance they won’t listen. If you want to escape now, I’ll let you go.”

“They’re decommissioning all of us?”

“Yeah. Even the active units. Your batch has been too much trouble. But you’re the exception. We just have to make ’em see it. Stick close to me in case the others get trigger happy.”

Even the active units. I thought of Jayna Quinn in United West, who I hadn’t spoken to yet. I had to reach her before her handler got the decommissioning order. And what about Janette? Logan sounded pretty sure he could get them to spare her. I was glad she had an advocate, but I wasn’t sure he could really save her. Was there time to find her?

“You still there, J?” Logan asked, a note of suspicion in his voice.

I scooted into the next aisle so he couldn’t shoot me then called out, “Janette’s up front, talking to Doc. If you want to speak up for her, Logan, you need to go now.”

There was a long silence. Logan didn’t fire at me, which was a good sign—unless he was sneaking closer.

I peeked around the corner. Logan stood in the same spot, a giant silhouette in the smoke. He turned toward me, and I was pretty sure he saw me, but he didn’t raise his weapon.

I swallowed, tasting blood. “If you’re going to save her, you need to hurry. Please.”

“You must be Jane,” Logan said at last. “You’ve caused me a lot of trouble.”

Our eyes met through the haze, and for an instant, I felt what it must be like to have a big brother, one who found me far too exasperating but who’d risk his career to make sure I was all right.

“Janette wants to stay, but she needs you to stand up for her,” I said, barely daring to breathe. “Will you?”

Logan’s shoulder twitched, as though he might shoot me after all. He could do it and still save Janette, and I was nothing but trouble.

Instead, he stared at me for another heart-pounding moment. Then he turned on his heel and marched away.

I released a breath, slumping against a data tower.

Someone spoke behind me. “That was nicely done.”

Gasping, I whirled around. Dean had snuck up behind me from the next aisle. A livid Taser wound stood out on his cheek, and scorches marked his police uniform in a dozen spots, but he was alive. Relief swamped my senses. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to smack him or kiss him.

“You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

“I heard you calling. I⁠—”

“Never mind.” I grabbed Dean’s hand and pulled him into the next aisle. “We have a way out.”

We raced back toward the southern corner of the room. Shouts and the patter of gunfire followed us, and the flames crackled louder. The fire raged out of control now. We might not have destroyed every scrap of the agency’s data, but this was going to hurt them. More importantly, they couldn’t possibly hide this disaster from the rest of the building. People would start asking questions. I’d count that as a victory—for now.

We rejoined Victor and Sully, who hadn’t made much progress on the brick wall. Dean immediately set to work with his explosive capsules. Victor pivoted smoothly to cover him, prepared to shoot anyone who came near. It was unnerving how naturally they worked together.

“What happened to Vance?” Victor asked.

Dean shrugged. “He was still alive the last time I saw him.”

“Unfortunate.” Victor’s mouth tightened. “He’ll kill you for betraying him.”

“He’ll try.” Dean finished setting the explosives and straightened. “This’ll be a smaller hole than last time. Get back.”

We retreated among the data towers, and Sully and Victor put their hands over their ears. Dean planted himself in front of me, blocking my view of the mini-charges, and pulled me close. I buried my face in his chest, and he rested his head on top of mine, his heart pounding rapidly against my cheek. He smelled of sweat and singed flesh, and I realized he must be hurt worse than he was letting on.

The explosion shook the floor, vibrating through us both, but I focused on Dean’s heartbeat and his arms around me. With him there, nothing could shake me.

“That’s good enough,” Dean said as he released me. “Let’s get out of here.”

One by one, Dean, Victor, Sully, and I climbed through the jagged opening in the brick wall into a stairwell identical to the first one. My whole body felt battered and bruised, and my lungs ached, but I gritted my teeth and started down the stairs, determined to make it out alive no matter how much it hurt.

We’d only descended two and a half flights when a shout rose behind us.

“They found the hole,” Victor said.

“They’ll send security bots to intercept us,” Dean added. “Human soldiers too.”

“Can we avoid them?” Sully asked.

“Unlikely.” Despite his words, Dean ran as though he expected the way to be clear below, his resolve carrying all of us onward.

We descended another two flights, and doors began to appear in the stairwell. General Sullivan’s guess had been correct that most of Regiment Tower’s stairwells connected to the military’s floors, and only the east one was reserved for the agency.

Except that it hadn’t been a guess. General Sullivan had known about the agency all along. He had walked us into headquarters, guiding us along a route that allowed us to break into the secure floor without opposition. I should have realized it was too easy. He had lured us into a trap, one we still might not escape.

I glanced at Sully charging doggedly down the stairs beside me, her usual cheerfulness missing. At least she was running away with us. We’d figure out what to do about her father if we survived.

Shouts echoed behind us, and footsteps pounded down the stairs, gaining on us. I couldn’t tell if our pursuers were agency men, Vance’s people, or—worst of all—Anna. We couldn’t outrun her.

Another floor passed then another. My legs cramped, and a stitch tore at my side. I struggled to keep my feet under me. Each door offered possible escapes, but we would be just as trapped on those levels.

Unless… The memory of the Toxic Triplets’ airborne escape from the Ironside yacht rose before me.

“Hey, Dean,” I panted, falling in beside him. He’d taken up the rearguard, covering our retreat. “Think we could find… some military jetpacks… or escape drones in here?”

“Wouldn’t know where to look,” Dean said. “But I like the idea of getting out of the building before we reach the bottom.”

He flipped open his gridwatch as we ran down another level. At some point, we’d moved out of range of the agency signal jammers.

“We have two drone units in the vicinity big enough to carry a person.” Dean tapped his watch. “Calling them now.”

“What about their… airstrike defenses?” I sucked in a breath. “Lasers and stuff?”

“Getting out might be easier than getting in,” Dean said. “There’s probably a dedicated entry point for delivery drones. We can authorize an approach from there.”

“Found it,” Sully announced.

We looked at her in surprise. She’d been searching her gridwatch while we talked.

“What? I have a map of the not-classified parts of this building.” Bitterness tinged her voice. “It’s my dad’s workplace, remember?” She held up the map. “There’s a drone dock on the twenty-second floor, east side of the tower.”

“Got it.” Dean typed in the details, directing the drones to head that way.

We passed another level, a sign on the door identifying it as the twenty-seventh floor. Almost there. Just have to run a little farther.

Suddenly, a shot pinged against the railing beside me. Another bit into the brick wall just past Sully’s head.

“They’re catching up!” I cried.

Dean twisted to fire back at our pursuers, and his weapon sputtered and whined. “I’m running out of charge.”

“This way.” Victor sprinted to the next landing and hauled open the door to the twenty-sixth floor. “We’ll lose them inside.”

We didn’t hesitate, barreling through the doorway ahead of a hail of tech-gunfire. Victor slammed the door behind us.
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We sprinted through Regiment Tower, heading for the drone dock and staying just ahead of our pursuers. Sully led the way, her ponytail streaming behind her. My lungs burned as I stumbled after her through winding corridors and down internal stairwells, losing my bearings completely.

While Dean covered us from behind, Victor ran next me. I wished it didn’t feel reassuring to have him there as backup, carrying a gun like the weapon he’d used to kill Janie. This night couldn’t possibly get more surreal.

We entered another stairwell and descended to the twenty-second floor, the details passing in a blur. I clutched at my chest, my heart feeling like it might explode.

“The delivery dock is through here.” Sully skidded to a halt by a locked door. “Are your drones on the way?”

Dean checked his gridwatch. “They’re a few minutes out. They had to fly from a bay down in South Quad.”

He shot the drone dock’s lock and kicked open the door. An alarm went off, joining the others already blaring throughout the building. No telling whether military security, the agency’s goons, or Dean’s drones would reach us first. Even though we were in danger, I felt a jolt of satisfaction at drawing more attention to the agency. They couldn’t stay secret after tonight.

We entered the dock and wedged the door shut behind us with a heavy maintenance bot then rushed across the docking area to a large bay open to the sky. I gripped the low wall at the edge and looked out.

Grid City sprawled beneath me, peaceful in the dawn, and drones buzzed among the buildings like bees. The sun was rising, and golden light seeped into the surrounding towers, gilding their surfaces and flashing off their spires. Disoriented, I squinted at the relentless light, my eyes stinging from the smoke.

Dean went to a control panel next to the bay and typed something then synced the panel with his gridwatch, authorizing his drones to approach the building. The panel beeped its approval.

He joined me at the edge of the dock, and we faced the dawn together. Sweat dripped down his temple, shimmering on his scorch wounds, and his chest heaved from exertion. Even injured and exhausted, he’d never looked so good.

Oh, I definitely loved him. It was stunning how different this felt compared to what had once existed between Isaac and me. With Dean, my feelings were as clear and sharp as cut glass.

I touched his hand. “Any sign of your gadgets?”

“Not yet.”

Victor and Sully joined us at the edge of the dock, their faces red and their clothes disheveled.

“Even if we escape, they’ll hunt us down.” Victor paused to gulp in a breath. “You can’t return to any of Vance’s safe houses.”

“I know,” Dean said.

Victor fixed his ice-blue eyes on us. “We should go to Henry. He’ll help us.”

“Not an option,” Dean said flatly. “I’m not running to the Ironsides.”

“Then let me take the girls,” Victor said. “You don’t want them to get captured, do you?”

“We’re not going to the Ironsides either.” I doubted Sully and I would make it there alive if we left with Victor anyway. I remembered Janette’s advice and my other batchmate waiting in the west. “We need to get out of New State.”

“You want to run away?” Sully exclaimed.

“We need to regroup and figure out our next move.”

“But my life⁠—”

“Your life is over,” I snapped. “They gave the decommissioning order for all the Jane units. They’ll kill us if they find us.”

Sully hesitated. “But my father⁠—”

“He’s not the person you thought he was. We have no idea what he’ll do.” Even as I spoke, I remembered the general’s fatherly pride and the way he’d bellowed Sully’s name amid the chaos upstairs. I softened my tone. “Look, I’m sure he cares about you. Maybe he’ll argue your case. But until we figure out whether he can stop them from decommissioning you, we need to put as much distance between us as possible.”

Sully clearly wanted to argue, but she’d seen the truth for herself. Her shoulders slumped. “Where will we go?”

“United West,” I said. “We need to find our batchmate there before they get to her. We have to save her.”

Sully met my eyes, and I knew before she nodded that I’d convinced her. Like me, she’d always wanted to know her batchmates. Now that they were in trouble, she wanted to rescue them too.

She used her T-shirt to wipe sweat and tears from her face then turned to Dean. “All right, Hot Stuff. Can you get us to the HLoop?”

He caught my eye. “I’ll see what I can do.”

A buzz announced the approach of Dean’s drones. I’d expected delivery models that would pick us up like packages and carry us away, our legs swinging from their claw-like undercarriages. But these drones were early passenger models, the closest thing the real world had to hovercars. They featured helicopter blades and lightweight seating cars like motorcycles enclosed in Plexiglas.

“They’re designed for one person!” Dean shouted over the hum of the blades as we stepped back to let the drones land. “Jane and Sully, take them to the HLoop station, and then send them back for⁠—”

The door to the drone dock exploded off its hinges and skidded across the floor with a metallic screech. Smoke billowed from the doorway, and the wind quickly whisked it away, revealing Logan, a bunch of soldiers, and two giant security bots.

The bots lumbered onto the drone dock, their spider legs clanking and their laser eyes pointed straight at us.

“Change of plans,” Dean said. “The drones’ll have to carry two. Jane, you’re with me. Victor, take Sully.”

“Wait,” I said. “He can’t go with⁠—”

But Dean didn’t wait. He scooped me up, climbed onto one of the chopper drones, and punched the controls. With a high-pitched whine, the drone rose into the air and soared out into the open. Sully hopped onto the other one with Victor, and they zipped out after us, a lightshow of laser fire chasing us from the tower.

The chopper drones dipped and lurched, struggling to take two people’s weight. I held my breath, praying we wouldn’t fall out of the sky. But the erratic descent saved us from the security bots, which continued firing out of the drone bay.

Below us, streets and walkways sprawled and intersected like veins. They were beginning to churn with morning traffic, the lifeblood of the city. Emergency vehicles approached from several directions, and an entire battalion of soldiers, each paired with a combat drone, was marching to surround Regiment Tower. No one could escape that at ground level. Tough luck for Vance.

Above us, smoke streamed out of the side of the tower, more evidence something major was happening on the secret floors. I willed the smoke to thicken, pointing an arrow straight at the agency’s heart. A grim sort of triumph filled me. We’d set off a chain reaction tonight. Only time would tell if it would lead to my sponsor’s downfall.

Suddenly, the hovercar dipped lower, dropping another five floors, and my stomach surged toward my throat. I couldn’t tell if Dean had done that on purpose to avoid the fire from the docks, or the vehicle really couldn’t hold us both. He sat behind me, his arms securing me on both sides and his knuckles whitening as he gripped the controls.

Clinging to his arms, I twisted to make sure Sully and Victor were still with us. She sat behind him on the drone saddle, as relaxed as if it were an old-fashioned motorcycle on a highway. It made me a little sick to see Sully so close to Janie’s murderer.

Victor himself was smiling, enjoying the rush of freedom after more than a year underground. I hated that I understood how he must feel.

My stomach roiled, the dipping and swaying of the drone making me queasy. I did not like heights. I’d almost rather take my chances with the combat drones.

“Hold on,” Dean said into my ear. “We’re about to go fast.”

“How fa⁠—”

The drone blades whined, and the vehicle took off across the city, rapidly picking up speed. The cold morning breeze blew my hair back from my face and dried the sweat on my clothes. The sun was in my eyes, turning the world into a blinding blur, and the hum of the blades vibrated through my body, making me feel like an extension of the flying machine.

We turned in a wide circle, zooming far around the military tower until we could no longer see the drone dock. The sky was darker here, the deep purple of the retreating night. We straightened out our course and headed west.

[image: ]


The HLoop station was located at what had once been the western edge of Grid City. The metropolis had expanded since then, seeping farther into the countryside, but a broad channel remained where the tunnels for the hyper transit line burrowed beneath the surface.

Faster than a bullet train and far more expensive, the HLoop could transport passengers from one side of the North American continent to the other in four hours. It was supposed to be easier and safer than air travel, though I’d never tried either.

We landed on top of an old parking structure and hurried into the HLoop terminal, which was small and sleek compared to Grid Central Station. A long, narrow passenger car waited in the Loop, a shiny silver bullet preparing to be shot across the country.

Dean strode to a ticket kiosk in the middle of the terminal and selected four seats for the next departure. He paused. “If I pay for this, Vance will know exactly where we went.”

I winced at the price. “I don’t have that much in my account.” It had been a year since Henry Ironside stopped paying me to impersonate Janie Davies. “Sully?”

She leaned over my shoulder to look at the price and whistled. “No way. My dad doesn’t believe in an allowance.”

“I will buy the tickets,” Victor said.

We all turned to look at him, wary of our new ally.

“No need to act surprised.” Victor adjusted his shirt cuffs, which were looking less crisp than usual after our mad dash through the tower. “It’s the least I can do after you rescued me from captivity.”

“Don’t be too sure about that,” I said. “You need to be held accountable for⁠—”

Dean put a hand on my shoulder. “We don’t have any other options.” He studied Victor, and with a twinge of unease, I remembered how well they’d worked together during the fight in the server room. “You still have access to your accounts?”

Victor frowned, as though that hadn’t occurred to him. “Only one way to find out.”

He borrowed Dean’s fab-tab to log into his bank then tapped it against the ticket kiosk’s payment reader. Breathlessly, we waited. Then the kiosk dinged and invited us to tap our gridwatches to the screen to collect the tickets.

“The agency will still find us,” I said as the tickets showed up with each of our names—well, mine was for Virginia Alexander. I wasn’t sure if Jane Doe even existed anymore.

“We’ll keep moving once we get to the other side,” Dean said. “United West is a big place.”

Nerves swooped through me along with an unmistakable excitement. “I’ve always wanted to see what it’s like outside Grid City. Wasn’t expecting to be running for my life, though.”

“You might have to get used to it,” Dean said. “We damaged the agency today, but we didn’t destroy it.”

“I know.” I hesitated. “But Vance—what he said about your mom⁠—”

“Cutting ties with him was overdue.” Dean scrubbed a hand through his hair, his brow furrowing. The laser burn stood out on his cheekbone, red and raw. “Let’s hope he stays tied up at the agency, where he can’t hurt anyone.”

“Uh, guys,” Sully said. “Those security clones are looking at us like they know something’s up.”

We turned to see a trio of tall men in HLoop staff uniforms studying us over the heads of the crowd. One had a gridwatch screen open, and he was glancing between it and our group as though comparing us to a photo.

“We should keep moving,” Victor said.

I pointed across the station. “The Loop car is boarding.”

“Heads down,” Dean said. “More people might be watching for us. Look for Vance’s crew, too, in case he’s the one who got the word out.”

We hurried across the terminal to the platform. I scanned the passersby, watching for flashes of recognition or familiar faces from the Vault or headquarters. Was that Carlos by the vendorbot? Tad loading suitcases onto a mulebot? It was amazing how quickly friendly acquaintances could become enemies. Just about everyone was an enemy at this point—the agency, Vance’s team, the Ironsides, and the Bluestones. The only people I could trust were two out of my three traveling companions.

We reached the HLoop, where the first-class passengers were boarding first, and hustled to the front of the line, trying not to stir the crowds too much.

I stood on my toes to see over the throng. A trio of identical heads bobbed toward us, picking up speed. “The security units are heading for this platform.”

“Should we ditch the plan?” Sully asked. “Make them think we’re on the Loop but escape out the back?”

“Nowhere in Grid City is safe for us now.” Dean held up a hand when Victor started to speak. “Not even Iron Corp tower.”

A mechanical chime sounded, and a cheery voice announced, “Now boarding saver-class passengers in rows⁠—”

“Let’s go,” Dean said.

We pushed ahead of the other passengers, ignoring their complaints, and tapped our tickets against the car’s entrance for admittance. We hurried down the aisle to our seats, which had thick white cushions and heavy-duty headguards to protect our necks. Victor and Sully buckled in behind Dean and me. The other passengers boarded slowly, some giving us dirty looks for skipping to the front of the line.

I waited anxiously for the seats to fill, certain the security clones were about to rush aboard and detain us. HLoops didn’t have pilots or drivers, and the automated system would get us underway on schedule and not a second sooner. I clenched my fists, pressing them into the tops of my thighs. Next to me, Dean watched the door so intently lasers could have been shooting from his eyes.

At last, the HLoop doors hissed shut, and the vacuum seal engaged, closing us off from the station and our pursuers. Dean released a breath and took my hand, entwining his fingers with mine. I squeezed his hand tightly, not relaxing until the car began to move.

We were safe for now, locked inside a silver bullet where nothing could touch us. As my muscles gradually unknotted and the adrenaline drained from my system, all my aches and pains rose to the surface, reminding me what a harrowing night we’d had. Dean must feel even worse, but he was too stoic to admit it.

I couldn’t believe we’d actually done it. We hadn’t stopped the Ironside-Bluestone partnership, but we’d exposed the agency’s headquarters to new scrutiny, rescued Sully, and escaped Vance, and we were leaving Grid City behind. We had more enemies and fewer resources than ever before, and it had never been clearer what a formidable enemy we faced in my sponsor. But as we picked up speed, flying ever faster through the HLoop tunnel toward an uncertain future, I felt a wild surge of hope.

I was free to choose my path, maybe freer than I’d ever been. The boy I loved was beside me, and my batchmate sat behind us—a new sort of family. We had a clear mission: find a girl named Jayna Quinn before someone she trusted turned on her.

Janette had chosen a different path, and I worried what would happen to her, but letting her go had been the right thing to do. With help from Dean, Sully, and even Victor Reid, I still had a chance to save one more Jane.
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EXILE PREVIEW


The HLoop slowed, the sudden deceleration pressing me against my seat belt. I rubbed sleep from my eyes, wincing as every muscle in my body announced it was sore at the same time. The molded flexiplastic seat was designed for maximum comfort, but I’d had a rough night.

Soft murmurs filled the sleek, windowless capsule as the other passengers prepared for arrival. Most had spent the first part of the journey stealing glances at my friends and me after our dramatic dash onto the HLoop back in Grid City. It was hard to believe only a few hours had passed.

A ripping sound came from beside me as Dean tore the patches off his Grid City police uniform to make it less conspicuous. He moved gingerly, and a livid burn mark stood out on his cheekbone. He’d taken several Taser wounds during the firefight at NSCIA headquarters. He smelled like sweat and lightning.

“Are you ready, Jane?” he asked, his voice rough from smoke inhalation.

“As I’ll ever be.”

“Did you sleep?”

“Badly, but I feel about ten percent more human.”

He smiled, somehow managing to look devastatingly handsome and exhausted enough to drop at the same time. “That’ll have to be good enough.”

The car slowed further, and fear and excitement rippled through me. I wiped my palms on my ash-stained pants. “I just hope our plan works. I’d hate to be murdered before we even get to see New Vegas.”

“Probably won’t have much time for sightseeing anyway.”

The four of us had worked out our next moves a few hours earlier, pooling our limited resources and knowledge of the capital of United West. We’d all napped after settling on a strategy, but I wished we’d had more time to regroup. If only modern high-speed travel were a little slower!

I twisted to look back at my other two travel companions. My clone batchmate, Sully, looked glassy-eyed and rumpled, still waking up. Singes marred her crossball T-shirt and the end of her ponytail. She gave me a thumbs-up.

Next to her, Victor Reid appeared calm and surprisingly tidy. He’d used the journey to smooth out his clothes and scrub the ash and plaster dust from his neat beard. He met my eyes and inclined his head. I suppressed a shudder.

“Remember, the agency is most likely sending someone to intercept our Loop at the New Vegas station,” Dean said as he checked his pockets for the handful of gadgets that had survived our escape from Regiment Tower. “Our objective is to get out of the station as quickly as possible. Stay together if you can, but splitting up might increase our chances of making it through. Just get to the rendezvous point.”

“Got it.” I checked that my shoes were tied. “You’re sure the meeting place is safe?”

“Not safe, necessarily, but it’s near a vehicle rental company I’ve used before. They should have my info on file, so I can get right into a vehicle and drive with only a face scan. The rental will be traceable, so we’ll need to dump it soon, but it should get us away from the station.”

Sully raised a hand. “If they catch us, will they kill us?”

Dean looked over at me. “They might bring you in rather than terminate you.”

“I wouldn’t count on that. Logan told me they gave the order to decommission our batch. He sounded pretty certain.” I felt a surge of fear for Janette, our batchmate who’d chosen to stay behind. Logan, her agency colleague and surrogate big brother, had promised to speak up for her, but our sponsor was notoriously ruthless. I hoped leaving her behind hadn’t been a mistake.

“Let’s focus on getting through New Vegas for now,” Dean said. “You sure about that address for your batchmate, Jane?”

For the millionth time during our journey, I checked my gridwatch, where I’d stored the sapphire bead drive containing the files I’d snuck out of Regiment Tower on my first visit. “Yep. Jayna Quinn’s current address is listed as Pod 55, Floor 3B, Rosegold Tower, Coyote Springs, Outer Vegas, United West. She works as an executive’s assistant at a large corporate campus in Coyote Springs. We should try to intercept her before she leaves for work.”

The three-hour time difference between Grid City and New Vegas meant it would still be fairly early when we arrived. Despite my fitful nap on the journey, I felt as though I hadn’t stopped running since fleeing headquarters.

Sully drummed her fingers on her knees. “What if her handler gets to her first?”

“He works in the same office as her. With any luck, he’s planning to catch her there rather than at her pod.” The handler’s job title, picture, and name—Antony Russo—had been included in the information Sully downloaded onto her gridwatch from the agency computer during the chaos the night before. We’d all studied Antony Russo’s features—tanned skin, aristocratic nose, thick black hair—in case we ran into him on our way to find Jayna.

The information had helped fill in the gaps about my batchmate’s life. According to Jayna Quinn’s records, she had lived at a clone campus in New State until she was eighteen. She’d moved to United West for the executive assistant job almost a year ago. Her extra time as a leftover clone must have been preparing her for a special mission. Or maybe the agency had held her in reserve until the right opportunity came along. The identity of her surveillance target wasn’t listed in our stolen files, but my money was on the executive Jayna was assisting, a woman famous for mentoring up-and-comers from unique backgrounds.

“Her residential building is connected to the corporate campus by monorail.” I zoomed in on a map of Jayna’s address in Coyote Springs. “Let’s try to swoop her before she gets on the train so she won’t get anywhere near her handler.”

“It’s going to be tight,” Dean said. “Coyote Springs is a bit of a drive from New Vegas proper.”

“So no dawdling,” Sully said.

“Right.” Dean bumped his leg against mine, and we shared looks. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

I swallowed, afraid to imagine what failure would mean. I wanted so badly to protect my batchmates, and both Janette and Sully had made it harder than I’d expected. But we couldn’t afford to waste any time with Jayna. I would save her, no matter what she had to say about it.

Victor cleared his throat. “I still think we should seek help from a powerful ally. Henry has business interests in New Vegas. I’m sure he could arrange a safe⁠—”

“No,” Dean said. “You can’t go running to Ironside.”

“He is among the few people with the resources to stand up to the agency.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” I said. “They could still have dirt on him, even if we destroyed some of it last night.”

Isaac’s face flashed before me. He was the person the agency had used to gather so much of that dirt. The last time we saw each other, he’d told me we were no longer friends, but if I ran to him in desperation, I believed he’d still help me.

His father was another matter. We weren’t that desperate.

Victor ran a hand over his shaved head. “We must approach this strategically. If you would allow me to contact one of my associates in⁠—”

“We’re not contacting anyone until this job is done,” Dean said. “Speaking of which, we’d better leave our gridwatches behind on the Loop. They’ll be easy to trace.”

Sully’s hand went to her freckled wrist. “But⁠—”

“Yours is the biggest risk of all,” Dean said. “Your father is probably tracking it as we speak. If we survive long enough to escape the station, we need to disappear completely.”

Sully’s jaw jutted stubbornly. She still didn’t want to believe her father, General Sullivan, was on the agency’s side. She’d spent part of our planning session insisting she could persuade him to turn on them for her sake. I hoped her father really did have some humanity left, but he’d used her as a spy for years. We couldn’t trust him.

Fortunately, Sully’s practical side won out, and she removed her gridwatch as Dean had instructed. She pocketed the device’s bead-shaped storage drive so we’d still have the handler information and stuffed her gridwatch beneath her seat cushion.

I fiddled with the slim gold strap of my gridwatch, which was registered to Virginia Alexander, a pseudonym Dean had lent me during my stay at his employer’s safe house. We couldn’t afford to let Vance find us either, if he’d managed to escape the agency. It was time to shed that identity like a coat, just as I had with Janie Davies and my own name before that. I didn’t know who I’d become in United West.

I removed the gridwatch, dropped it on the Loop car’s slick floor, and smashed it under my heel. “Let’s do this.”

The HLoop capsule had continued to slow, and we were travelling no faster than a railbus. An announcer voice issued from the speakers, asking all the passengers to remain seated until the Loop came to a complete stop. We must be gliding beneath New Vegas, the capital of the westernmost nation on the North American continent. Composed of all the land west of the Rocky Mountains, United West was supposed to be just as technologically advanced as New State, though it had suffered worse in the population collapse of the last century, leaving it with fewer people occupying bigger spaces. After we found Jayna Quinn, United West would be the perfect place to disappear.

I caught Sully’s eye, and she grinned nervously. In a few hours, there would be three of us again.

Hydraulics hissed as the Loop capsule slid to a stop. At Dean’s signal, we all unhooked our seat belts and hurried to the front. Our fellow passengers got up more slowly, giving us plenty of space. It had been clear we were in trouble from the moment we’d charged aboard back in Grid City. Some of the passengers had probably recorded us surreptitiously. There was no hiding where we’d gone, anyway, which made it all the more important to vanish as quickly as possible.

A cheery ding sounded, and the announcer voice said, “Welcome to New Vegas, the portal to the West. We hope you enjoy your stay.”

Beside me, Dean took out the last of the mini explosives we’d used to escape Regiment Tower and set the charge. The flashbang should give us a few seconds of cover to get off the Loop. He held the device, a firecracker waiting to go off, in his palm.

As the car door slid open, Dean took my hand, and our eyes met for an intense moment. I felt an army of moths rioting in my chest. We’d been through a lot over the past twelve hours, and we weren’t safe yet. But as long as I had Dean at my side, I knew we could make it.

At my nod, Dean tossed the mini charge through the open door, and it erupted in a flash of light. Smoke billowed, acrid and choking, obscuring the Loop car doorway for a few crucial seconds.

Panic seized my chest, but I tightened my grip on Dean and let him drag me out into the station. Chaos greeted us.

Download EXILE to keep reading!
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