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            RULE 1:

          

          DON’T GET CAUGHT.

        

      

    

    
      I only have a few more seconds until the security guard rounds the corner, catches me breaking in, and arrests me, which will lead to my parents killing me. But I can’t go until I have the folder. 

      “Autumn, you need to get out of there now,” my brother’s urgent voice comes through my earpiece. “Rule one,” he presses.

      I count the seconds in my head, as my hands rifle through the file cabinet. I still can’t find the folder I was sent to get.

      “Don’t get caught,” I whisper back, the first of the twenty-four rules my family lives by.

      I learned the rules before I learned my own name. Most parents would yell at their children for stealing cookies before dinner. Our parents yelled at us for getting caught stealing cookies, and then used the occurrence as a training exercise on how not to get caught in the future. These, of course, are the same parents who think sending friendly sniper fire at you is a great birthday gift, so I suppose the award for “Most Normal and Nurturing Parents” was never in the cards for them.

      Despite all their training, I am about to end my first real mission getting caught. I have at most a minute left before the guard returns. 

      “He just got to your floor.”

      I steady my breathing. I count my seconds. I have to stay put. Now thirty seconds left before the guard returns.

      “You need to forget the file and get down.” My brother watches the security feed from the first floor of the building. I’m relying on him to tell me where the guard is and how much time I have left. “Autumn!” The annoying shrill of his voice is persistent; I’ll give him that.

      “I got it,” I hiss as my fingers reach the folder labeled in red, “The Fifth Family.” I yank it out, its hard cover bashing up into the metal of the filing cabinet with a bang that rattles through the still air. I shove it under my armpit before closing the drawer.

      “Hide!”

      I slide under the large desk in the room. I was careful. The guard should have no reason to come in here and find me. I have to wait for him to move on to a different floor to patrol, and then I can sneak out.

      “I’ve missed this,” my brother’s voice filters in through my earpiece again, calmer now, almost playful. “See, you can’t talk, but you’re the only one who can hear me, meaning I can talk as much as I want, and for once you can’t tell me to shut up. What a wonderful change of pace. How is it going, my darling sister? You having fun? Did you remember to close the door to the room you’re in?”

      “Crap,” I mutter and risk a look behind me. Sure enough, the door is cracked. No way the guard won’t notice. The flashlight beam bounces off the hallway walls, coming closer. Only one hallway leads to the room. If I close it, I will be caught, so I return to my spot under the desk.

      My brother sighs in my ear. Light cuts into the room from the guard’s flashlight. “Just stay tight.”

      “Who’s in here?” The guard’s gruff voice booms behind me. His feet pad into the room, and by the thud of his heavy footfalls, he must be a larger man. “Come out now!” he orders, fire in his words. And then he’s gone with a curse as the sweet sound of a whaling alarm caresses my ears.

      “Quinton, what did you do?” I whisper into the dark once the flashlight no longer poses a threat. Whatever he triggered did the trick in giving me my out, but a dropping pit in my gut tells me it isn’t the smartest move. Though, with him, it never is.

      “Rule four,” he hisses back, his voice more serious; it comes out jagged and strained. He sounds this way every time he tries to run. He can crack a safe and a joke at the same time, but doing anything that requires physical activity, and keeping the same light humor, isn’t in his skill set.

      “Stay in shape,” I recite back—wait, what has he done? “Quinton, you are third in line! If Dad ever finds out that you sent the whole security detail after you just to get them away from me—” I don’t need to finish my thought, knowing he can finish the sentence with language more creative than I possess at the moment.

      I bound to my feet and bolt out, leaving the door open behind me. This mission will be on the news thanks to that alarm. The trick now is making sure I’m not.

      “I can get you out without being caught,” Quinton assures in my ear. “Just meet me at the van. Abby is waiting.”

      I nod before I realize how stupid that is since he no longer has eyes on me. “Copy that. Tell your girlfriend I’m on my way.”

      “Are you from a cheesy movie all of a sudden?”

      “Just shut up, Quinton,” I say as I make it to the floor's lobby. A receptionist's desk sits opposite a line of elevators that stand single file against the wall. Over my head a large light fixture that looks like a beach ball made from tan paper and glass shards bounces the limited light in the dark space. Large pane windows, with no curtain dressings, rest behind the desk. With the open design this is by far the most exposed part of the floor. If I want to make it out, the guards need something else to chase that isn’t my brother or me. I press the down button, and as the doors chime open, I hit the “2” before jumping back out and bounding away from the elevators to the stairs.

      Keeping the folder tucked in against my body, I don’t grab the handrail as I sprint down, doing my best to keep my footfalls silent. In an echoey stairwell, that is far easier said than done, but I know it’s not up for debate: I will get caught if anyone hears me.

      “I’m in the alley. You have a minute,” Quinton says, and I slow down to silence my steps. If he’s escaped, security will be after me next.

      My boots land on the floor with a giant blue painted “2” next to a door leading back into the rest of the building. I’m almost out. I risk a peek through the small window in the door: two other members of the security detail stand ready, tasers out, as the elevator chimes open. I don’t have time to see their surprised reactions and savor it when they discover I’m not there.

      My heart pounds. It thumps in my head. The taste of blood fills my mouth from chewing the inside of my cheek—a subconscious habit of mine when I’m under pressure.

      “Check the stairs!” someone yells from above me. I’m five steps to the ground floor and I leap the last few, landing with barely a sound at the ground level. I sprint out the side door and look for the flannel-red hair that can only be my brother’s. He’s crouched inside the van, a hand held out through its sliding door for me to take.

      “You’re an idiot,” I say as he pulls me in, slams the door shut, and closes it before the van peels away.

      Quinton gives me one of his annoying brotherly grins. “Come on, Autumn, I had that handled.”

      “Dad is going to kill you,” I scoff as I hand him the folder.

      Since Quinton is my older brother, he is placed as head on the mission, despite me being the one who went and got the darn thing. Whoever is in charge also gets the honor of delivering the goods.

      Most missions aren’t run by my parents directly—they don’t have enough time to manage every assignment. Having a mission where delivery would be to my parents, for most agents and assassins in our organization, would be an honor. I couldn’t think of a less glamorous delivery than our house. These procedures have always been done a certain way, and I learned a long time ago not to question that. The rules are there to keep us safe. The systems are in place so no one gets hurt. And according to our parents, there’s no double standards for their kids.

      “Dad doesn’t have to know,” Quinton says with a look that screams “don’t you dare!”

      “Rule thirteen?” I ask, trying to change the topic.

      Rule thirteen: check the backseat. Dad let it slip they added the rule because mom once was attacked getting into her own car. Mom left the attacker dead in a ditch about four miles from where she’d parked, but the rule was added to prevent incidents like it in the future. I doubt anyone’s in the backseat, but I don’t want to talk about Quinton keeping secrets anymore.

      “I checked the backseat, Autumn. That’s kind of where we’re standing. And Abby has been with the vehicle the whole time.”

      I look up to the front of the van at our getaway driver, Abby. I’m not sure how she joined the family, but I know it isn’t by blood. Still, she is family to me. She’s Scottish. I can tell by her accent, and a few comments she’s let slip about her life. She’s the same age as Quinton, that part she shared. She’s skilled, and better at combat than me, though most people see her curvy figure and don’t believe it at first. Then they take a foot to the throat and are made believers. She’s one of my only friends that I’m not related to.

      She must have told my family something though, or she never would have been allowed to join us, skilled or not. You don’t keep secrets from my parents. Information, intel, backgrounds on operative, are often kept secret from me. A large part of this organization's basis is trust. My parents need to trust the people they let in. Abby is closer to our family than most of the people working for us. My guess is that she’s either a runaway or was poached at a young age from a minor family. That’s how we get a lot of people.

      My family, the Alderidge family, is one of the major four syndicates that specializes professionally in what some might call “criminal activity.” We never leave enough evidence to get caught, and we never fail a mission. If you are born in the family, you work for the family, and you never go against the family. With members all over the world, we have our hand in everything from elections and assassinations to bank robberies and jewelry heists. That is how it has been for hundreds of years. I, however, am praying I get stationed in Paris with my Aunt Magdalena who makes personnel files on everyone from presidents in Polynesia to your average pancake flipper in Memphis. You never know who you might need to blackmail, bribe, or break to complete a mission. You may fear Big Brother spying on you, but the person you should truly fear getting your personal information is my Aunt Magdalena.

      That’s the work for me, behind a desk in a safe bunker, leaving to deliver the needed files to my family members all over the world. My father doesn’t trust digital communication, so he stays put and hands the files off to someone else to deliver. As tonight proved, I’m made to create files, not steal them and run.

      “Hang on, ya two!” Abby yells back to us in her thick Scottish accent as I grab ahold of one of the straps swinging overhead. Quinton hangs on, too, and even though he’s also holding onto the folder, he keeps his balance better than I do. Abby sends the van careening around a corner, leaving a cat screaming in her alley shortcut as she misses both it and a dumpster by mere inches.

      “Abby, do we have a tail?” Quinton stumbles up to the passenger seat, where he sits down and buckles in. I know Mother would yell at him for asking and not looking, but he’s busying himself with buckling in. 

      “Nah,” Abby says and glances back at me with a wicked grin. She loves driving fast. I don’t want to know how many of her speeding tickets Dad has had to pay.

      With a significant amount of difficulty, I move into the chair behind Abby that’s facing sideways. We move so fast the night outside comes in quick bursts of color illuminated by the streetlights and business signs. A glint of a red truck. A flicker of green foliage. A flash of a pedestrian giving us the finger as Abby nearly runs him over.

      “Maybe we should slow down a little?” I ask as a driver, cut off by Abby, lays on the horn. “If we break rule one because of a traffic cop⁠—”

      “I don’t question how ya do yar job, so don’t question my drivin’.” Despite her answer, Abby slows down, and we blend into traffic as we merge onto the highway, headed toward upstate New York. And for home. Once we hit a steady flow of traffic, she puts the car into cruise and looks over at Quinton. “So, what's in the folder?”

      Quinton shrugs. “Something Dad needs. I think it has to do with a larger mission. Intel or something. Unless ‘the fifth family’ means anything to either of you?”

      Abby shakes her head, her eyes returning to the road.

      “Maybe another family is trying to move in,” I offer.

      “Don’t be ridiculous—there are only four elements.”

      “Quinton, please tell me you don’t seriously think the reason there are only four major families is because there are four elements of nature.”

      Quinton looks back and sticks his tongue out at me. “I’m just saying it would throw off the balance. Four families, four directions, four elements. It just makes sense, Autumn.”

      “I say we throw off the bloody balance!” Abby laughs loudly and merges into the far lane.

      “Can you seriously think of any other major group of four or five families that Dad would actually care about?” I argue.

      Quinton goes silent, thank heavens, and I know I’ve stumped him. I might call him an idiot, but I know he’s going to be an amazing leader one day. And I’ll be… out of the way.

      I’m glad I got this chance to do a mission with Quinton and not my parents, but every moment has made me wonder how many of these will I actually get? Our parents like to remind me that I’m going to live a separate life from my brother. I won’t stick around in our territories and work with him. I might not get any more. And part of me is okay with that. I won’t get the glory, won’t be the leader—I’ve known that since I was eight. I just hope that tonight might prove I deserve to make some of my own decisions about my future—I deserve choices.

      The way the families operate focus more on precise interorganizational politics than actual governmental affairs. The four majors rule, and the minor families that dot the globe like stars in the sky follow along, grateful when they receive protection from a family like mine. Or like my future husband’s. In a way, I’m political royalty. And I am worthy of more than being sent away for a politically advantageous marriage. I don’t want my future to be set already. Part of me hopes that whatever is in that file will be a key to that want. Because it involves us, our family—and the fragile balance on which the world we live in teeters.
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      “So, this was, uh, daddy said you lived here before Uncle moved in,” I said as I ran the needle up and down through the white fabric, creating a flower out of pink floss thread.

      Cousin Marleen was teaching me cross stitch. It wasn’t hard, just up and down. I couldn’t start a thread yet though. I hadn’t mastered looping the end of the floss under a stitch, so it didn’t come out. Marleen helped me with that, and once it was started, I was able to make rather messy pink flowers. I had wanted purple, but Marleen didn’t have any on the island my uncle owned, and no one was going to town until tomorrow.

      Marleen and I sat on the porch swing of the Gangster Island main house enjoying the lake breeze, occasional loon call, and the peace and quiet. She wasn’t my real cousin, though she looked like she could be an older me from the south. Barely an adult, she was already under my father and Uncle’s thumb, her family melding into mine for the property value. As a child, I knew her as being my real cousin.

      “That’s right.” Marleen used her feet to swing us lightly, my legs not long enough to reach the wooden porch floor. “You go up my family tree far enough and you hit Shaffners. That’s who built this place a long time ago. It wasn’t Gangster Island until Al Capone’s doctor moved in.”

      “Ouch,” I winced after accidentally stabbing my finger with the needle. I dropped my cross stitch, but Marleen’s reflexes were remarkable. She caught it before it hit the porch floor.

      “Thank you,” I said and sucked my stabbed finger, taking back the in-progress creation. “Where does your family live now?”

      Marleen nodded. “What’s with all the questions about my family?”

      “Daddy talks about the different families, but I think we should all be one happy family.”

      “Ah.” Marleen gave me a smile I couldn’t help but return. “Do you watch baseball, Autumn?”

      “A little,” I said with a shrug. I ran my needle through the fabric, careful not to prick myself again.

      “You know how there are minor leagues and major leagues?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, it’s kind of true about families like ours, too. There are four major-league families, one of which your daddy oversees, and then there are all sorts of minor-league families, whose players will oftentimes get pulled up into the majors. Shaffner is from a minor-league family. Alderidge is in the major leagues.”

      “You got pulled up?”

      Marleen nodded and her eyes went back to her own cross stitch. She used deep red and black to create a design she said I wasn’t allowed to see until I was older.

      “Why are there only four major families?”

      Marleen smiled down at me again. “How do I say this? Well, in the 1960s, there was a fifth, but they weren’t playin’ very nicely, so the members of the other four families got rid of the fifth.”

      “They got rid of them?”

      “That’s right.”

      “They’re all gone?” I asked, putting my needle down, now truly interested.

      “I don’t know. But if they ain’t, then they’re better than everyone thinks.”
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          DON’T GO AGAINST THE FAMILY.

        

      

    

    
      Abby stops the van, and the iron gate swings open, inviting us in. After we drive through, it snaps its jaw shut after us. We have one hired hand who operates the gate manually at night as a safety precaution. Caden came to us from Russia when I was sixteen. We are the last ones expected at the property, and now that we are here, he can head to bed.

      The wrought iron fence snakes around the whole property, creating a barrier between the property and the isolated woods beyond. If you listen closely though, you can hear the hum of electricity snaking through it. Aesthetics matter to my father, but not at the cost of safety. Between the entrance gate and our home, a football field’s worth of grass spans before the manor rises up to greet us. At night, the lights from inside the house cast an enchanting glow on my father’s rose bushes around the house’s perimeter.

      But there are no lights on in the house.

      There should be lights on in the house.

      As we roll between yards of green grass turned inky in the moonlight, the property appears more still than usual, and darker. I look over at Quinton who, despite years of training, still has the worst poker face ever: he senses something is off as well.

      Often at night, people milling about cast silhouettes in the lit windows. With as many people living under one roof at our estate, we grew up around a constant flurry of movement. We average around twenty at any given time, though throughout the year it can spike up close to a hundred. It’s like when you pass by a hotel, no matter the hour, someone is up, whether it’s a cranky old lady with a cigarette, a traveler suffering from the change in the time zone, an aspiring artist who can’t sleep, or a Romeo and Juliet type couple sneaking about. Yet, tonight, the house is dark and still.

      About halfway up to the property, the paved drive forks into three paths. Two loop up to the front doors—double set and wooden—creating a loop. A large fountain stands in the middle of the loop amongst the clean-cut grass. We call it the eye. Looking straight down from the roof, the loop looks like an eye with the fountain as an iris. The other path takes you to the back door like wing-tipped eyeliner, which is where we’re headed.

      “Cut the headlights,” Quinton says. Abby doesn’t question him as she plunges the driveway into total darkness. If something is wrong, stealth is the best option.

      “Could this be one of Dad’s tests?” I whisper, even though, if anyone is close enough to hear my voice, they would have heard the van’s sputtering.

      Quinton shakes his head. “Mom would never let him test us the same day as a mission. I think either someone’s here or we’re abandoning base.”

      “Abandoning base?” I echo. Vaguely, I remember the last time we moved. I was only four and it hadn’t mattered much to me, but Quinton is older than me by about two years and would remember it better. He’d know the warning signs. We had moved here—it’s the only home I’ve ever known. It’s more than a base to me. My mother was always quick to remind me that we can’t get attached to places, but I know she feels the same way I do. This is home. “I don’t want to abandon it.”

      “Yeah, well, mom and dad rarely give us a choice,” Quinton says, bitterness in his tone.

      He’s right, of course. But our parents encouraged us to raise our concerns. If both Quinton and I contested, if the problem isn’t too large, maybe we can reverse this decision.

      I look up at the giant estate, tucked up behind the rolling lawn Dad puts so much effort into, the driveway wrapping around our Colonial-style mansion. Of course, he spends little time actually tending the property. And when he does go out, he goes to the roses first. But it’s his vision, his light, his pride. He picked out only the finest of the gardeners that Aunt Magdalena vetted. A tightness seizes my chest at the prospect of leaving my home for good. He wouldn’t want to leave either. Neither of my parents would ever want to leave this place. So why does it look like we’re running when we’re powerful enough we should never have to run?

      “I’d be more concerned at the thought that someone is here,” Quinton adds.

      “If someone is here, why would Caden open the gate?” I ask.

      “Maybe Caden isn’t at the commands anymore.”

      “Rule seven,” Abby says.

      “Assume nothing,” Quinton and I reply in unison.

      Abby’s right. Assuming the worst won’t help us. Abby’s optimism makes it obvious she’s not a blood relative. My parents took her in when she was young, though we were first introduced to her when I was eleven. They must have seen the talent she held, but they hadn’t trained her like they had Quinton and me. They’d given her fast cars, the ability to grow, three meals a day, and protection if she swore to step in front of a bullet for us. For their own children, they gave reality. There’s a difference between assuming the worst and being cautious.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I ask Quinton. From the look in his eyes, he’s already come up with several scenarios by the time Abby stops the van near the back door. My plan would be to storm the house ready for a fight, but I know my brother will disagree.

      “Let me lead. If something happens, I want to be the first one in.”

      I roll my eyes. If Abby wasn’t here, I am positive he would insist on ladies first.

      Quinton ignores me and continues talking. “Rule seventeen. We know this house better than anyone.” He slides the van door open and jumps out, his movements practically silent. Graceful. His feet don’t make a sound. In another life I wonder if he would have been a dancer. But in this life, he’s an operative set to take over a crime family. I follow him. The crunch of a leaf under my boot makes me wince as I hit the ground.

      Quinton turns back and glares at me, as if the van had been silent and had gone undetected coming up the driveway, and that leaf would be the big giveaway.

      He goes to the door and tries to open it. It won’t budge. Typically, this door is left unlocked. No one gets past the fence without clearance, and the side door used by staff, as well as by our family, is a keyed entrance. The main doors are often used for show, or for a shorter walk if you approach the house on foot. This door should be open.

      Without a backwards glance, he holds his hand out. A key would be best right now, but I didn’t think to include house keys in my outfit this morning. Not wasting time, I slide two pins from my hair, placing them in his palm before slinking into the shadows in case someone is looking down from an upstairs window. Of course, they will still see the van, but we can’t hide that in the shadow of the house.

      “Autumn,” Quinton hisses, looking down in the dark at the pins.

      “Unlock the door.”

      “Where’s your key?”

      “Where’s your key?” How is this only on me? He has a perfectly good set of keys he left behind as well.

      With a grumble, my brother turns back to the door. “Got it,” Quinton whispers after only a moment. A key wouldn’t have been much faster. We’re just lucky no one threw the deadbolt. The door clicks open, snapping me back to focus. He steps into the house. I follow. Abby remains in the van in case we need to make a getaway.

      It’s dark in the mudroom, and my shoes track dirt across the white porcelain tiles. Part of me wants to take my shoes off like I always do and leave them in line next to our parents under the hanging coats. Their shoes are here. Unless they didn’t put on their regular pairs, my parents are somewhere in the house. If I had time, I could study the soles of the shoes, figure where they were last worn and how long ago that was. We could anticipate what condition our parents may be in. But Quinton hands me back my pins, and as I shove them into my hair, he moves forward, leaving me to trail after, shoes still on.

      We slink through the dark kitchen. The glass cabinet faces glare at us. It’s like they’re angry, like this is somehow our fault. We don’t stop to examine anything here, as much as I may want to, instead we move into the equally dark dining room where I pray I’m not getting mud on the red carpet my mother loves.

      We reach the ballroom where sound echoes. At least it does now. When this place is filled with guests the echo vanishes, snuffed out by the warmth of a full house. I know the only ones who can make my family flee our estate like this are the other three major crime families. And with limited communication when we’re out on a mission, they may not have been able to get word to us before something bad happened.

      We could be walking into a trap.

      No one tells me anything about the criminal family politics. Quinton is set to inherit the family throne, while my parents plan to ship me off to Russia to marry a boy my age who will inherit the head of a different major family, the Daxterovs. And so, I am left out of most of the important meetings.

      “What’s going on?” I whisper to Quinton’s back through the darkness. He flashes me a look that tells me if I don’t keep my mouth shut, he’ll make sure I do.

      As much as I hate it when he’s right, I should keep quiet. There’s a clip of a footfall against the smooth stone floors, the gleam of a blade in the whisper of light from the windows. We’re not alone. I jump on Quinton, tackling us both to the ground as a knife slices over my head and imbeds in the colonnade behind us. Right where Quinton’s chest had been.

      We get to our feet, knowing whoever threw the blade knows where we are. In an instant, Quinton draws his own blade out and scans the dark for any sign of movement. He puts a hand up and silently pulls me against the wall.

      Quinton’s knife catches my eye. He had gotten it for his fifth birthday and, like our mother, never leaves home without it. 

      “Grab the knife,” Quinton hisses, his voice barely audible as he gestures to the colonnade. As I move toward the weapon, Quinton lets out a whistle, a high note, and then a low note. 

      “Stand down!” my mother’s voice calls out in the dark, and the light in the room flickers on, illuminating the sitting area off the ballroom where important guests often make deals with Father. In the light, I recognize the blade sunk a good inch into the wooden colonnade as my mother’s, with its opal handle.

      “Mom tried to kill us,” I say in disbelief. My father joins my mother in the room; cross looks cover their faces even though they were the ones who attacked.

      “My children know how to dodge a knife,” my mother reasons, watching the two of us.

      “Funny, I always thought it would be Dad to kill us,” Quinton says to me, ignoring our parents, as I pull my mother’s knife out. The weapon sits heavy in my hand and the smooth opals cool to the touch.

      I look at my parents. “What’s going on? Where is everyone?”

      My mother’s hair is down, dark strands framing her face in a way I often never see. I got my blonde hair from the Alderidge side, and Quinton took after our father with his red hair. We also inherited his demeanor. Or at least I did. My mother tends to be calm and level-headed. She tends to look before she strikes. Who did she think we were? Who did she think could have been standing in her house? Nothing about this is right.

      “Did you get the folder?” Father asks, his voice short, rushed. Quinton holds it up for him to see.

      “Good,” Mother nods. “Autumn, you need to bring the folder to your uncle. Quinton, you’re coming with us to London.”

      “Where is everyone?” I demand again.

      My parents exchange a glance I’ve never seen before. Fear maybe? It takes a moment before my mother talks again. She doesn’t meet anyone’s eyes. “We’re evacuating the house. Everyone else is going to either the estate in Maine or to Milan.”

      “Why?” I demand.

      “Autumn, your focus needs to be on your next mission,” my father snaps. He never snaps. “Quinton, give her the folder.”

      Reluctantly, Quinton hands me back the folder that I had gotten in the first place. His gaze doesn’t leave our parents.

      “What’s my mission?” I ask, taking the folder.

      They’re silent for a moment. “There’s been a threat to the family,” my mother says.

      My heart rate quickens.

      I don’t have to ask how serious the threat is. It must be a dangerous threat, and very much real, to get my parents like this. My mother isn’t the type to throw a knife without knowing the target. It has to be life or death. “Your job is to go to your uncle’s, give him that folder, and then gain intel on the layout and security of one of the large waterfront properties on the Conover, Wisconsin side of the lake where Gangster Island is.”

      “Why me?” I ask. Our family is huge with plenty of people trained to case house layouts, and although I’m not next in line, I would rather help take care of this threat with Quinton and my parents than ship off to my uncle’s.

      “Autumn, there are three people who live in the house we need access to. A butler who is in his fifties and is highly skilled.” Highly skilled is a phrase my dad uses for someone who kills first and asks questions later. “As well as a billionaire who is extremely cautious and leery of everyone. And there’s the billionaire’s son, Kato. The son is our best bet to gain entry into the house. He’s seventeen just like you and has similar interests. As such, we determined you would be most likely to gain his trust and be invited into his house the quickest.”

      “You’re joking, right?” The anger in my brother’s voice zaps my irritation as he beats me to the punch. “You guys are saying that we are facing a threat, and you’re sending Autumn to the Wisconsin Northwoods to flirt herself into the heart of some billionaire’s son so you can steal from this guy while I’m too far away to help her?”

      “She has to befriend the boy, nothing more,” Father presses, with a look at me that says it better not be more.

      “If you are going to take over this family, Quinton, you will have to learn to lead a separate life from your sister,” Mother adds.

      Quinton looks at me, and I can tell he hates this as much as I do, but we both know by now that it isn’t going to change anything if we argue.

      And that’s when I notice my duffel bag sitting in front of the fireplace, the seams bulging, more ready for Wisconsin than I am. In my defense, my bag has had longer to process the news.

      I’m leaving now—like right now. I don’t even get a chance to let the idea sink in. This is why I hate fieldwork. This is why I belong in Paris with my aunt, not in Wisconsin robbing some rich guy by manipulating his son.

      “When do I leave?” I don’t look at my parents, but keep my eyes on my plaid bag, praying whoever packed it included some of my retro suits.

      “Tonight.” My father confirms my fears, and I nod, feeling a little light-headed all of a sudden.

      “It’s just for the summer,” my mother adds as if it makes it better. It is only early June. ‘Just for the summer’ could be three months. Whatever has happened in the last few hours between Quinton and me leaving for our mission and arriving home tonight must have truly rattled my family.

      “Okay,” I say, my eyes still on my bag, my feet not moving. “But I will not do more than befriend him.”

      “Seriously?” Quinton demands, and I look at him. He looks upset with me that I chose our parents’ side over his.

      “You don’t question our decisions on matters like this,” Mother says.

      “Sorry,” Quinton mutters, though he doesn’t look it.

      I know how hard it is for him to stand up for me, and I do appreciate it, but deep down I know that even if I don’t understand why my parents are sending me to Wisconsin, they are doing it with my best interest in mind. Besides, as much as our parents preach that we’ll be in charge one day, we don’t get choices yet. Maybe that’s clearer to me because I’m the one already arranged as political leverage. And because my mother says it to me, and not to Quinton.

      “I’ll see you this fall.” I try to give him a smile, but I know it doesn’t mask my nerves. Our parents are hiding something, and as much as I want to figure it out, my mission is in Wisconsin.

      “Rule five,” Quinton says and gives me a hug, a gesture rather foreign in my family.

      I’m stiff for only a moment before I wrap my arms around my brother, holding him close.

      I recite, “You are your most powerful weapon.”
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