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      This book is dedicated to God and my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, and to my family and friends. Without you all, life wouldn’t be nearly as colorful.

      

      John 14:12-14 ESV

      “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever

      believes in me will also do the works that

      I do; and greater works than these will

      he do, because I am going to the Father.

      Whatever you ask in my name, this I will

      do, that the Father may be glorified in

      the Son. If you ask me anything in my

      name, I will do it.
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      “Take me into custody.”

      I stand there, back straight, chin lifted, steeling myself inwardly at what I am proposing. There is a long moment of silence, heavy and laden with things unsaid between the three of us. I meet Jasper’s gaze squarely, unflinchingly. I know this is what we need to do.

      He’s thoughtful, considering me with a sense of… awe? I don’t know exactly what it is, but if I had to guess, I would probably call it pride. He’s actually proud of me for this crazy, stupid, impossible plan. Of course he is. I stifle a snort.

      Alex, however, is not.

      “I can’t even believe we’re still talking about this. Take you into custody,” he repeats, mimicking my higher pitched voice. “Do you even hear yourself Sinna? Even if anyone buys this—which, I’ll add, they probably won’t—it won’t do you any good. They’ll take you someplace a lot worse than Rehab. They’ll probably—” He stops mid-sentence, snapping his mouth shut and looking away. He folds his arms mutinously across his chest and remains silent, though his eyes are shooting daggers at Jasper.

      Jasper for his part deftly ignores his friend and addresses me. “Alex is right Sinna. What you are proposing here is pretty dangerous. Actually it’s extremely dangerous.” His lips thin a little, like he’s reconsidering.

      Hastily I speak up again before he can say anything more. “But you think it could work?” I ask, my tone direct and brooking no room for an evasive answer.

      After a moment, Jasper nods, albeit somewhat reluctantly now. “I think it’ll work to get you in. I can’t make any promises after that.” He stares at me, letting his words sink in.

      Taking a deep breath, I fold my arms, staring at the ground as I consider what he means. This plan—this crazy, stupid, impossible plan—could work. At the very least, it will serve to get the boys back into the folds of the Elite, so they don’t come to any harm for helping me. And it’ll get me back inside so I can try to save my father—but then what? How will I get him out? Especially since ‘I can’t make any promises after that’ is basically saying neither Jasper nor Alex will be able to do much of anything once we’re in there. They won’t be able to help, even if they want to. I chew my bottom lip thoughtfully, weighing our options. I can feel both Alex and Jasper’s eyes on me, just waiting. Alex with a look of mingled disgust and worry on his face, Jasper with a look of expectation, like he already knows what I will decide.

      Dropping my arms by my sides, I straighten again, lifting my gaze back up to meet theirs, my decision made. I press my lips together resolutely. This is the only way we won’t all be taken prisoner—or worse, killed—on sight. I have to take this chance. These two took a chance when they helped me, it’s only right I do the same for them now. And my Dad needs me. I don’t know of any other way to try to save him. I swallow hard, ignoring the anxiety churning my belly into knots.

      “Alright. Let’s do it.”

      Just as I finally decide, once and for all, this is what we need to do to get me back into Rehab and make things right for Alex and Jasper, the drape of a door covering our tent opens to reveal a figure. Turning to see who it is, I freeze, blinking in disbelief.

      “Jacob!”

      I run and throw myself against him, wrapping my arms tightly around his middle, burying my face in his chest. He smiles, staggering back slightly against my weight, but puts his arms around me just the same. For a moment, we just hold each other as relief washes through me, making me almost giddy.

      My Jacob is alive, and he’s better. I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling the hot burn of tears welling that I don’t want anyone to see.

      “I didn’t think I’d get to see you again,” he whispers into my hair.

      After a bit, I finally pull away from him, and just stare, marveling somewhat. I can’t believe he’s standing here before me, alive and awake. It’s been so long since I’ve even heard his voice, at least when he’s speaking coherently. I look up into his face, taking in every detail. He’s smiling and looks better than he has in days, though he’s still too skinny and his eyes still look heavy with what they’ve seen, with what he’s endured.

      But he’s alive.

      I can feel tears threaten to spill down my cheeks again, but I do my best to hold them back. I want to be strong in front of Jacob. I need to be. Especially when he finds out what I’m planning to do.

      “It’s about time you got up,” I tease him, trying to keep the trembling out of my voice. “I was starting to think that you were going to sleep through—” I stop, unwilling to say what I was about to say. I can’t tell him about our plan to go back, I realize, looking him over again, more carefully this time. The gaunt face, the thin frame… Now that I’ve taken a moment to really look at him, I can see he’s struggling just to remain standing for as long as he is.

      He’s not in any condition to go anywhere. Not even close.

      His eyes are still sharp as ever though, and they move around the room—focusing for a moment on the boys behind me, I’m sure—before returning to me. “Sleep through you leaving you mean?” he asks. His voice is calm, but I can hear the hurt beneath it.

      I wince at the tone. The last thing I want is to hurt him. He should know that. “I wasn’t…” I shake my head trying to figure out how to explain this. “I wasn’t going to leave you behind, Jacob,” I say, trying to put him at ease. But now that I think about it, that’s exactly what I had been planning on. He would have been safe, I know, and he would have gotten the chance to recover. More than that, he would have liked it here. He still will. Taking a deep breath, I try again. “Alex and Jasper have to go back,” I say, motioning toward the soldiers behind me.

      Jacob’s face hardens a bit, but he doesn’t say anything. It takes me a moment to realize it’s because they’re soldiers. That’s something I’ve been forgetting a lot lately.

      “And… and I can’t let them go alone. Jacob, my father saved our lives the night we escaped,” I tell him, feeling desperation begin to fill me. I place my hands against his chest, looking up into his face. I need him to understand. “He’s been captured again and I need to try to save him. And Alex and Jasper… they saved our lives too. I have to try to make things okay for them. This is the only way I know of to do it.”

      Jacob searches my face, his expression softening into one I think may be pity. He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes for a moment. He whispers something under his breath that I can’t make out and then opens his eyes to look at me once more. “Alright,” he says quietly, reaching up to grip my hands in his and squeeze, before letting one go and stroking the back of his fingers along my cheek. He tucks a piece of my hair behind my ears and smiles at me. “Alright. You’re right. We have to go back. We’ll save your dad and get my sister,” he tells me. “Then we’ll come back here, where it’s safe.”

      The smile that had begun to spread across my face when I realized he wasn’t mad anymore is frozen in place now. I’m relieved he isn’t yelling at me not to trust soldiers or stick my neck out for them, or to accuse me of leaving him behind… but I don’t like how he says ‘we’.

      Jacob’s in no condition to go with us. He has to stay here.

      “We will,” I tell him carefully, my eyes dropping to his broad shoulders, because I know I can’t look him in the eye when I say this. “But… but are you sure you’re feeling up for… for a trip? You’ve been sick for so long now…” I trail off, wincing a little because I already know what’s coming.

      His hand moves to my chin and pulls it up, making me look at him. His expression is determined. “I’m well enough to do this Sinna. You’re dad got into even more trouble because you risked yourself to save me and you know my little sister will probably be punished for this, too. I’m not going to just sit here and wait while you go and risk your life for them. I think you’ve already done enough of being the one woman hero.”

      He pulls me into another hug, squeezing me as tightly as his tired body will allow. I close my eyes and breathe in his scent, just grateful he’s here and alive. I indulge in this moment, savoring it, because I know what I’m going to do when I pull away, and I know I might never get a moment like this again.

      We break the embrace and I smile at him, offering a small nod and hoping my smile doesn't falter. “Alright,” I agree. “I can’t argue with any of that… but if you’re coming,” I continue, doing my best to keep looking him in the eye, “Then we need you in top condition. You’re too weak right now to make this kind of trip. You have to know that.”

      He opens his mouth to protest, but I don’t let him.

      “You need to get strong again," I insist. "We’ll need time to figure out our plan anyway, and that’ll give you time to get better.”

      He frowns and looks down at me searchingly. I’m not sure if he believes me, I half think he doesn't, but I do my best to look both earnest and practical anyway. Like we have days to spare and time to waste and like I am perfectly willing to take him with us at all.

      But I’m not. I'm so not. I won’t risk his life, not when I came so close to losing him already. Somehow I manage to pass muster though. Whatever he sees on my face seems to reassure him and he slowly nods his head. “Alright,” he agrees, although it's clear he's not happy with the idea.

      I urge him to go then, telling him he needs to rest as much as possible if he’s going to get better before we head out. But he seems reluctant to leave me, and I think I understand why. At least, I know why I would have been reluctant to leave him alone if our positions had been reversed. A part of me would have been worried that the moment I left, everything would change and I would lose my one shot to be a part of this. The rest of me would be worried I was leaving him alone with strangers.

      But they aren’t strangers to me. I know Alex and Jasper, and looking over at them now, it strikes me that I trust them. Maybe more than I realized. They’re good people, decent people, and I've gotten them into a lot of trouble with this mess, but still they've stuck by me.

      I reach out and put a reassuring hand on Jacob’s arm. “It’s okay,” I tell him with a small smile. “Really, I’m good here. They’re my friends.”

      He frowns a little, that tiny frown line between his brows I've always loved appearing, his eyes roving over both boys contemplatively—but lingering on Alex. Glancing over my shoulder at him, I realize why. Alex's lips are pressed into a thin line and his arms are crossed tight over his chest. He looks very upset about something, his eyes fixated on Jacob.

      I don’t know what that's about really, maybe just lingering annoyance over all the trouble we’ve all gone through to save Jacob, so I push it aside and ignore it.

      It’s not important, and he'll get over it.

      “Really,” I say, emphasizing the word. “They are Jacob, my friends I mean. We’ve been through a lot together—all of us have—and even though I know you don’t remember it, these guys went through everything we did to save both our lives, not just mine.”

      Jacob’s eyes come back to rest on me, and I see something flicker in them. Then he lets out a breath, and I notice him sway slightly. I resist the urge to leap forward and prop him up, I know he won't appreciate it right now. I can tell though he’s still tired and he wants to go back to his tent and lay down, he’s just still hesitant to leave me.

      “Just… don’t make any more plans without me, okay?” he says, his expression earnest. “I’m better now, I'm getting stronger, and I need to be a part of this, too.”

      And that’s when I realize his other reason for not wanting to go: he’s worried I’ll leave without him. My eyes dart away for a moment, before I give him a reassuring smile. Or at least what I hope is a reassuring smile.

      “Of course not. We’ll do this together,” I say, the lie tasting awful in my mouth.

      He searches my face again then, looking for something—maybe to see if I’m lying even—and after a long moment of scrutiny he forces a smile and nods his head. “Okay, okay,” he says. “You’re right. I’m still tired. I’ll go. But don’t let me sleep too long, okay? We need to be ready to move soon, right?”

      My smile feels so fake, like it’s made out of hard clay, plastered on my face and threatening to crack at any moment. When he leans forward and hugs me again, I feel even worse, but I know I’m doing the right thing.

      “See you soon,” I quip.

      He nods and turns to go. He gives me one last lingering look before slipping through the tent door to head back toward the healing tent where he’s been sleeping.

      I swivel around to face Alex and Jasper. “We can’t let him come,” I all but hiss as soon as he’s gone.

      Alex just snorts. “That’s the first intelligent thing I think I’ve heard you say since we got here.”

      I shoot him a glare, but it doesn’t stick. I can’t help but think maybe I have been foolish. Sure, my intentions are good and everything thus far has worked out, but what right do I have to take risks with people’s lives? What if Tawny and Alessandra had turned out to be terrible people, people who wanted to do us harm? And I just blindly followed them…

      Rubbing at my eyes, I shake my head.

      But things have worked out, I remind myself. There's no time to feel bad about how I’ve acted in the past. Instead, I have to focus on the here and now, and figure out how to get us into Rehab and back out, safely.

      Without Jacob. I feel a pang in my chest at the thought of leaving him behind, but shove it aside. It's for the best, he's just not strong enough yet.

      “Clearly he’s well enough to be moving around now,” Jasper points out mildly. He sends me a sideways glance. “Is it really even an option to leave him behind anymore?”

      I don’t say anything.

      “Sure,” Alex responds instead. “All we have to do is say, ‘Gee, it was loads of fun to be dragging your half-dead body around the wastelands, but I’d just as soon not repeat it.’ See? Easy.”

      Jasper shoots Alex a glare this time and I feel anger spark inside.

      “Hey!” I interject, bringing his attention to me. “Leave Jacob out of this! If you want to be angry at someone, fine, you can take it out on me. I’m the one who made us all come out here. I’m the one who got myself deliberately thrown into Rehabilitation. I’m the one who insisted we take Jacob with us. He didn’t insist on any of it. And not for nothing, but you are the one who was bent on helping me escape in the first place, remember? I was never even a part of yours and Jasper's original plan in the first place."

      Alex doesn't say anything, just glowers at me, but Jasper steps between us, holding up his hands palms forward to try and calm me down. “Alright, fine. Everyone’s emotions are running a little high, but we all agree that bringing Jacob with us this time around is a bad idea, right?”

      I cross my arms and nod. So does Alex, although he continues to glower at me.

      “Then we need to think of something fast. You’ve bought us some time,” Jasper continues. “But it’s only a little bit of time. Jacob’s already up and walking around, so we need to move quickly. Our plan has to be solid, ready to implement in only a couple of days, and it needs to be kept a secret.”

      The last part is directed to me, and I understand what he means, though my heart sinks at the thought of it. I sigh heavily. “You want me to keep lying to Jacob, don’t you?”

      Jasper nods curtly. “You have to Sinna. He's not going to stay behind willingly. Give him false information, make him think we really are including him in our plans and keep him from snooping around to find out what’s really going on.”

      I hate the idea. Lying to Jacob just before was hard enough, but now I’m going to have to do a lot more of it. The only thing prompting me to agree is the knowledge it's the only way to keep him safe. I don't see any alternatives.

      “Alright. So then what are we really going to do?”

      We spend the next few hours coming up with ideas. We already had the crux of the plan: they will act as the soldiers they are, say they caught me, and bring me in to Elite headquarters where it's very likely my father is being held.

      But it isn’t a flawless plan by any stretch. It leaves a lot of holes open, with a ton of opportunity to make all of this go very, very badly.

      The most glaringly obvious hole is my safety. There is no guarantee that after they turn me in, I won’t be killed right on the spot. But there isn’t much we can do about that.

      “It won’t happen like that,” Alex promises me again and again. He seems almost confident in a way, but more desperate than anything. I’m not sure why, but it’s important for him to believe I will be alright when they turn me in.

      I think maybe… maybe it’s because he cares about me in some way. I know I have come to consider him a friend and hope he feels the same. I feel a little warm inside at the thought.

      Jasper isn’t one hundred percent positive however and frowns whenever Alex reassures us things will be alright, but he doesn’t say anything about it. Instead, he moves on to the other problems with our plan.

      “Obviously before there was a time constraint,” he says, all of us sitting around our tent together, talking in quiet voices in hopes no one will overhear us if they walk by. “The longer we put this off, the less believable our story becomes and the more likely your father will be held somewhere we can’t reach.”

      I wince. I’m grateful to him for not saying 'the more likely he is to be dead' though. I know he must be thinking it. But I have to believe my father will be alive when we get there. I have to believe that, or what am I doing this for?

      “But now Jacob knows we’re planning on going back,” Jasper continues. “And that means we need to leave even earlier, like in the next few days, while he’s still recovering, if we want to make it out of here without him.”

      I nod. “We can do that, right?” I ask uncertainly.

      Jasper lets out a sigh, rubbing at his eyes. “Maybe. It depends. We still need to figure out the best way out of the city without encountering other Elite soldiers, find fuel for the truck, and come up with a plausible story for how we’ve survived out in the wastelands for so long without taking shelter with any of the Elite Sectors.”

      I frown. “Why do we need to avoid other soldiers? I mean, aren’t we headed right to them anyway? What does it matter if some of them find us earlier?”

      “If there are still soldiers out there looking for you,” he answers slowly, calmly as though explaining this to a child, “Then they will want to turn you in themselves. You represent a pretty important triumph on their part and it may be the only way some people are going to get away from the stigma of an escape unscathed. There’s a good chance that whoever finds us will either arrest all of us and say we helped with the escape, or just take you. Either way, running into another soldier is too big of a risk to be taking.”

      I prop my chin in my hand, mulling over Jasper's words. Up to this point Alex has been relatively quiet. He’s been pensive, his brow furrowed in thought, and the carefree attitude I remember him having when I first encountered him is absent. But as Jasper finishes, Alex looks up and asks an important question. “How do we know if there are any Elite in the city?”

      “We don’t.” Jasper's eyes are grim.

      They explain to me it isn’t entirely uncommon for soldiers to search the ruins of the Old World for fugitives. Most of the time though, they don’t, because it’s rare that people are desperate enough to venture out into them. But our escape represents an extenuating circumstance.

      Which means they probably are in the city, and if they are they are no doubt combing it from top to bottom.

      A shiver runs down my spine. “What if they find the Garden or one of the other rooftop cities?”

      Jasper and Alex share another grim look before Jasper answers, “The Old World weapons were mostly used up during the war that brought the Elite into power, but not all of them. If the Elite were to discover the ruins have so many pockets of people living freely beyond their rule, and even worse, they're people that Believe, well, then they are likely do something drastic.”

      He doesn’t say more than that and before I can ask, he and Alex switch topics.

      “Alright, so we have to check to see if there are any Elite within the city,” Alex say decisively.

      Jasper nods.

      They argue for a bit about who will wander the streets of the ruined city to check for Elite soldiers, but it soon becomes about more than just that. We also need to know the layout of the city, to see if we can find gas, and map the best way out of the city.

      Going back the way we came is the obvious choice, but it also presents the highest risk for running into other soldiers. I sit up straight, stretching my back while the boys continue to argue back and forth.

      Jasper feels he is the better choice since he will be driving the truck—assuming we can find any gas for it—and he'll need a better grasp of the old city anyway. But Alex isn’t having it. He argues he would be better equipped to deal with any Elite soldiers, should he run into them.

      I don't really know how that is true. It seems to me we are all in the same boat and if any of us run into Elite soldiers, then it's game over.

      But for some reason it makes Jasper consider his words. The two of them engage in a staredown, and it's finally decided that Alex will be the one to take off into the streets of the ruined city to look for gas and the best way home.

      I can only hope he won't find any Elite waiting for him.
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