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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ever think of knocking?”

“What’s your status?”

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

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

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

“Any idea how close you are?”

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

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

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

“Twenty-four hours.”

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

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

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

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

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