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Desperate Times and Desperate Measures

––––––––
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I STAND OUTSIDE UNCLE REX’S bedroom and stare for a moment at the utensil clutched in my hand. It’s the sharpest knife I could find. 

Anger and hatred. Despair and self-loathing. This is who I am now.

After weeks of indecision, I’ve finally decided.

I silently let myself into his room and cross the floor to his bed. A scent I can’t identify and makes my stomach clench hangs in the air, moist and musty, but slightly sweet. 

Standing over Uncle Rex, tucked in his bed in his darkened room, I grip the knife tighter as I prepare myself to carve into him. I have to do this—this before anything else. I can’t live with myself otherwise.

Sarah sleeps on a chair in the corner, her head drooping. Uncle’s Rex’s chest trembles as it rises with each gurgling wheeze. His color is a corpse-like ash. If it weren’t for the movement, I’d think he is already dead. 

A holographic image of Justin as a toddler skitters across the dresser. His young mother chases after him and he giggles. I look away. I can’t think of Justin as a chubby-cheeked, wide-eyed toddler. He’s a monster. A liar. He betrayed me in the worst way.

I step closer with the knife. The light cast by the hologram glints on the blade. My own heartbeat thunders in my ears. I have to do this. The sooner the better.

I tried to convince them to remove his chip. I couldn’t tell them the truth. No doubt Bank Security is listening. If Bank Security found out Nathan and I know about the vaccine and the nanobots, that we infiltrated their experimental lab in Montana, they’d kill Nathan. If they haven’t already. I wouldn’t be far behind.

I pick up Uncle Rex’s curled hand. Veins, blue through his thin skin, snake over his hand like garden hoses. Stroking the soft spot between his thumb and index finger, I lift the knife. A brushing sound whispers behind me. I look back. Strong arms wrap around my shoulders.

“What in the hell are you doing?” Justin’s voice booms in the early-morning silence.

I wrestle against him. “Don’t touch me.” I swing my elbow back and nail him in the gut. He gasps but doesn’t release me. Sarah startles, jumps from her chair, and shouts, “Rielle! Drop the knife!”

I jerk against his grip. “I’m trying to help him!”

Justin grabs for the knife, but I fling my hand away. Sarah walks toward me as I strain against Justin’s arms. She raises her hands as though in surrender. “I know this has been hard for you, sweetie, but this isn’t the way. Hurting people isn’t going to free you.”

I grind my teeth. They don’t get it. “He’s going to die if I don’t do this.”

“You’re being paranoid.” Justin’s voice in my ear. His breath brushes my neck, and I shudder. 

I stop fighting for a moment, hoping Justin’s grip loosens, but it only tightens. I glance over my shoulder at him. “I’m not trying to kill him, just cut out his chip.”

Justin’s mouth at my ear, he whispers, “They are watching us, Rielle. Do you really think they’re going to tolerate his chip being removed? I can’t risk them coming back for him. It would kill him!” 

“They’re already killing him . . . Justin.” I spit his name. 

Uncle Rex’s body shudders, then his teeth snap together. He convulses. Sarah hurries to his side and rifles through vials on the bedside table. She prepares a syringe and injects it into his I.V. line. The convulsing intensifies. 

Justin loosens his arms. “What’s happening?”

Sarah shakes her head. “A seizure. That medication should have stopped it.”

His body flops on the bed. 

“Well, give him more!” Justin shouts. He releases me and I fall forward but find my footing.

“I can’t. It could kill him,” Sarah says.

“And a seizure won’t?” Justin throws himself across his father. “Make it stop!”

Sarah fumbles with a vial of clear liquid. 

The knife is heavy in my hand. I’ve seen this same thing before. Terrence seizing on the floor of the cafeteria at the logging camp. His dead eyes staring up at me are burnt into my memory. My voice is smooth, calm, when I say, “They’re killing him. And they’re making you watch.” 

Sarah and Justin stare at me for a long moment. Sarah holds out her hand. “Give me the knife.”

I hold it at my chest and lift my chin. 

She juts her right hand out further. “I’m more qualified than you to cut his chip out.” 

I eye her extended hand. Is she serious or just trying to trick me into giving her the knife?

“Quickly!” she yells.

I hand over the knife. 

“What are you doing?” Justin’s voice is low, almost a growl.

Sarah picks up Uncle Rex’s hand. “You have a better idea?”

Justin stares at her, seeming to consider. His face hardens in the light cast by the deep screen holograms. “Do it.”

Sarah rounds the bed and lifts Uncle Rex’s hand. “Rielle, get the lights. Justin, hold him as still as you can.” 

I flip the switch and light burns my eyes. Justin locks Uncle Rex’s arm in his grip, and Sarah digs the point of the knife into Uncle Rex’s hand as his body continues to convulse. Blood drips onto the sheets. I hold my breath. Memories of Terrence’s seizure on the floor of the logging camp plays in bright flashes in my mind. Hurry, hurry! 

With a small cut in Uncle Rex’s hand, Sarah sinks her fingers into her medical bag and draws out a pair of tweezers. She tugs the wound apart with her fingers and plunges the tweezers inside. When the points of the tweezers emerge from Uncle Rex’s flesh, there’s a tiny piece of blood-coated metal pinched between the tips. Uncle Rex’s body stills. 

Too still.

“Dad?” Justin rubs his arm. Uncle Rex’s eyes remain closed. 

I watch his chest for a sign he’s breathing. Sarah drops the tweezers and presses two fingers against Uncle Rex’s neck. “He’s got a pulse. A weak one.”

I cup my mouth and release a breath. He’s alive. I wasn’t too late like I was for Terrence. A wave of emotion washes over me. Feelings. So many feelings—anger and regret and relief—and memories. Tears tumble down my cheeks.

“Rielle, are you okay,” Justin’s asks. 

Through tear-blurred vision, he reaches out to me. I recoil from his touch as though he’s infectious and glare at him. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

He yanks his hand back, blinks, and looks down.

Sarah places her hand on Justin’s shoulder. “You watch your father for a moment. I’ll help Rielle back to her room.” He nods and takes one last look at me before he turns back to his father.

Sarah gently places her hand under my elbow. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s get you back to bed.” At her touch, I sob.

She leads me back to my room. My breathing coming in gasps, I ask, “Is he going to be okay?”

Sarah pulls back my blankets and smooths my sheets. “Let’s not talk about him right now. You need to rest.”

“I need to know.”

Sarah fluffs my pillow and positions it on my bed. I don’t like her serving me. I don’t deserve her kindness. I risked everything to help Nathan and for nothing. I failed. More tears. Won’t they ever stop? “Honestly . . . he’s had serious damage to his internal organs—from what, I don’t know.” She sighs. “He’s not going to get better.” Her eyelids flutter.

I release a tremulous breath. I know from what. The nanobots hidden in his tissues. They’ve torn him apart from the inside. Just like they did to Elsie and Terrence. Poor Uncle Rex. Is this my fault? Did Bank Security do this because he helped me? I want to ask Sarah if she thinks that’s why, but I’m afraid of the answer.

Sarah hugs me. “Get some sleep. Things always seem better in the light of day.” I climb into bed, and she arranges the blankets over me like Mom used to when I was a kid. Like she used to for Silas and Alyssa. Where is Silas? Is he safe? My heart speeds. I need to find him!

“Did Silas say anything before he left? Any clue to where he went?” I ask.

Sarah brushes a strand of hair off my cheek. “Rielle, you need to rest and . . .”

I pleadingly gaze at her. “I need to find my brother.”

“You’re not finding him this early in the morning. And you’re not going to help him when you’re exhausted. Get some sleep.” She walks out of the room and closes the door behind her.

I fling off the blankets and roll out of bed. I take the chair from the corner and pull it inside the walk-in closet. Surrounded by clothes and the smell of fabric softener and leather, I climb onto the chair and then push the attic access open. I pat my hand around the dark opening until I find course fabric. I yank Nathan’s shirt down and wrap it around my shoulders. Lifting the collar to my nose, I inhale. His scent still lingers. I check the sleeve—his blood. Choked by more tears and surrounded by all I have left of Nathan, I climb back into my bed.

* * *
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Chapter Two
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The Ghost of Hayes Mansion

––––––––
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AFTER I ARRIVED AT UNCLE Rex’s mansion, I became nocturnal. While everyone slept, nights belonged to me. Every day, I slept well into the afternoon. In the daylight, I moved about the mansion like a ghost, trying to remain invisible to Justin. This ghost visited the music room daily and spent hours at the piano. They were the only moments when I was not tortured by regret, my only moments of joy. Justin sometimes stood in the doorway and listened. I ignored him.

The night after Uncle Rex’s seizure, at around two, when I’m sure everyone is sleeping, I sneak out of my room just like every night since I arrived here. I have work to do. I tiptoe over the plush carpet down the hall. I slowly turn Justin’s doorknob, wincing when the latch clicks, and then I ease the door open. Silently, I scurry to his bedside table and snatch his holo then hurry back to my room.

Once safely inside my room, I switch on the lamp and get to work. Over the past weeks, I’ve started to form a loose plan. A week ago, using the office computer and posing as Uncle Rex, one of his Bank Security contacts got me the information I’ve been searching for. Aunt Angelique and Nathan are being detained at a high-security Bank Security facility in Minneapolis, but they will be moved to OneEarth Bank headquarters. How soon? I don’t know.

Logic tells me it will be easier to get them out of the Minneapolis facility than to break them out of OneEarth Bank HQ. I just need to figure out how to get from Texas to Minnesota and where to hide out once I get there.

I try not to think about how difficult getting from Texas to Minnesota will be without a chip and while trying not to get caught. I’ll figure it out. I have to.

As for Silas, I still haven’t figured a way to find him, but I’m almost certain he would be going after Alyssa who is in Minneapolis as well. Everyone I care about is in Minnesota. And I’m stuck here in Texas. I squirm as I open a daycare website. I’ve been going through every daycare website in Minneapolis hoping to find a picture of Alyssa.  

I search websites for a couple of hours then log out: close all the websites, clear browsing history, and ghost through the hall to Justin’s room. I ease the holo onto the bedside table then head for the door.

“Rielle?” Justin’s sleepy voice croaks behind me.

I freeze. How will I explain my intrusion into his room this early in the morning?

“Is everything okay?” he asks.

I turn toward him. No, nothing is okay. “I’m fine.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Everything. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing more comes out. 

I scramble for an excuse for being in his room. “I-I need . . . need to ask you.”

He rubs his eyes and lifts onto his elbow. “Um, okay, what’s your question?” His gaze darts to the alarm clock on his nightstand. A few minutes after five. He must think I’m losing my mind. I probably am.

My thoughts shoot off on a hundred tangents: accusations, suspicions, assumptions, and questions. So many questions. I finally ask the one that’s plagued me most. “Are you on their side?” 

“Who?”

“The man in the trench coat—Clive and . . . Roberta.” The names stick in my throat.

He furrows his brow. “No, no!” 

I fold my arms. “Then why did you help them?” 

“Rielle, if there would have been any other way . . .”

“He . . . touched me . . .”

“I’m sorry. I had to go along. I would not have let him . . . hurt you. I would not have let that happen.” His voice is heavy with emotion as he reaches out to touch my arm. 

I flinch away from his touch. His arm drops limply onto his bed. I back myself out of his room and then make a beeline for my own. After retrieving the shirt from the attic once again, I wrap it around my shoulders and climb into bed.

I lay in bed until it’s dark again. I stand at my bedroom door listening for the noises in the hall to fall still. Silence is my all-clear. Despite my status as slave, Justin has yet to tell me to do any work. I keep waiting for them—the demands, the orders. But they haven’t come. 

Sometimes I’d rather have work to do. Sometimes I’d rather be scrubbing tiles, barehanded, skin being eaten away by bleach than thinking about him. Him. Nathan. I breathe his name and pain ripples across my chest. 

I love him.

I was afraid to admit that for a long time. I love him. I’ve loved him since the day he scooped me off the floor at the Banker’s house. But I wish I didn’t love him. Life would be so much easier.

Through the door, I perceive the faint click of Justin’s door closing for the night. Sarah will be curling up on the cot in Uncle Rex’s room.

Uncle Rex—another source of pain. And conflict.

I know why Justin did what he did. I just hate him for it. Irrational hate because I know I’d do the same thing in his shoes yet this horrific pain I have at losing Nathan is his fault.

I open the door, just a slit. A dark hallway stretches on either side of the door. Sounds from a deep screen skitter across the darkness. I smile to myself at the sound cover. Less chance of getting caught.

I slide through my door and close it behind me. On tiptoe, I hurry toward the stairs. I’ve figured out where every creak and squeak is hidden in the old mansion. I creep down the stairs avoiding the noisy spots like a child playing hopscotch. At the bottom, I turn right, silently press the lever to open the door to the den. I peek inside. 

All clear.

With the door shut behind me, I dash over to Uncle Rex’s desk and pluck his computer pod from the drawer. A press of a button and a holographic image of a lake surrounded by trees pops up requesting a password. It was too easy to guess the first time I sneaked in here—Justin’s birthday.

I tap in the date and the desktop spreads out before me. I stop and listen. An old-fashioned clock in a marble case ticks on an end table beside the sofa. The wind brushes against the tall windows. 

I need to find a way to Minneapolis and need a place to hide out when I get there. I have an idea but it seems like a long shot. Or maybe it’s downright stupid.

I have to save my brother and Alyssa and Nathan. Whatever it takes. No choice.

I open a free dating website and sign up. I’m not looking for a date; I’m looking for someone I can talk into giving a damsel in distress a ride to Minnesota. I bristle at the thought of me being a damsel in distress, but I will play that part if I have to.

I set up my profile under Sarah’s name. Road-trip-loving single nurse searching for adventure. The chances of this working are slim to none. How would I convince him we can only travel in a gas-powered car on dirt roads without chip readers? The only plan I’ve been able to conjure is ridiculous.

I tap the icon to close the dating site as though my finger is a striking viper. I move on to Uncle Rex’s encrypted email. He uses the same password for his email as his computer. I would’ve thought he’d be smarter than that. Not that I mind. It’s worked out nicely for me.

A new email glows in front of me from a name I’ve never seen before. I open the correspondence. “We have news on the persons in question.”

Persons in question?

My finger hovers in front of the reply tab. Would this contact know Uncle Rex is sick and unable to answer? Or could I ask who he’s talking about without arousing suspicion?

I bite my lip. I have to try. I touch the glowing, holographic orb, then type, “Please advise with specifics.”

That’s vague, short, and sweet. Sounds like something Uncle Rex might say.

I stare at the image, waiting for a response. The clock ticks. I tap my fingers on the desk. Maybe he was referring to someone who I couldn’t care less about. But my hopes soar—what if? What if someone finally knows specifics about Aunt Angelique and Nathan?

A half hour passes. Every thump of my heart sounds in my ears.

Then a reply arrives. Please let it be what I’m hoping for! With a deep breath, I skim my finger over the message. 

“They’re being moved from the Minneapolis detention center next week. Plans are in motion to transfer them to the DC center.”

A week?

I stare at the hologram. They’ll only be in Minneapolis for another week. 

How can I get there within a week?

I have to figure out a way. I’ll have to leave in the next couple of days to reach Minneapolis in time. Could everyone I care about really be in my hometown?

My heart throbs. Nathan. What if they’re torturing him? I can’t get to him soon enough. And Aunt Angelique. What would this rebellion do without her? 

I return to my room and sleep claims me just as a hint of sunrise touches my window. 

I was walking through Uncle Rex’s home, everything covered in dust and full of cobwebs. I heard a sound downstairs so I followed it. I made my way into the study, but it wasn’t a study, it was a room with an old TV in the center. A very old woman sat in front of the box. There must have been twenty cats perched around the room. When I looked closer, I realized the old woman was dead. It took me a few more moments to realize who she was. It was me! Shocked by my dead self in the chair, I stumbled backward. When I fell, I saw the woman’s feet were bare and a cat that bore a remarkable resemblance to Roberta pulled flesh off her toes and chewed it down. I screamed, but no sound would come out. Then, the yellow, glowing eyes turned toward me . . .

“Rielle, Rielle.” A firm knock emanated from the door. “Rielle!”

Justin’s voice. What’s worse? Roberta eating my toes or Justin’s voice? I open my eyes and stare at the swirled-stucco ceiling.

A loud thud. “Rielle!”

I flip open my blanket, stomp to the door, and fling it open. “What?”

Justin pushes his fingers through his hair, leaving it sticking up at strange angles. Folded, mint-colored clothing is tucked beneath one arm. I know what they are—the same scrubs I wore at The Banker’s house. Typical slave’s uniform. 

“What do you want?” I narrow my eyes.

He heaves out a heavy breath, his face flushed and his eyes ripe with anxiety. “I need you to stay calm. I need you to cooperate.”

My gaze bores into his, my expression tightly controlled. “Well, I am your slave. I don’t have choice.”

“Don’t say that.”

“What can I do for you, Master?” I fold my arms.

“He blinks and looks down. When he lifts his gaze, he says, “We have visitors.”

I stiffen. “Who?” 

“Clive Filcher . . .”

A moment of confusion, then recognition pours over me. My arms fall to my sides. Trenchcoat Man.

* * *
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Chapter Three
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Unexpected Guests

––––––––
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JUSTIN LOWERS HIS VOICE WHEN he says, “. . . and Roberta.”

“No.” My heart rate climbs and I back away. Last time I saw the two of them—the memory of Roberta’s mocking and Clive forcing another chip under my skin fills my thoughts. The memory is brighter than this moment’s reality.

Justin continues. “You need to come downstairs. They want to see you.” 

I shake my head. “No.” A thousand arguments scrabble through my mind, but the word “no” is all I can muster.

“Rielle, everything is going to be okay. They’re just checking in on us. They’ll do their inspection and leave.” 

“Their inspection? They’re checking up on their good buddy, Justin Hayes?”

His teeth snap together and his jaw clenches for a moment before he continues. “I’m not their good buddy.” He shakes his head. “I can’t argue with you right now. You come down or they’ll come up. Just be a good . . . a good . . .” He swallows hard. 

“A good slave.” I finish the sentence for him seeing as he doesn’t have the guts to say it.

“I have to appear as though I’m in control.”

I nod. “Of me.”

“Part of the agreement with me taking ownership of you was that I keep tabs on you, that I watch you. They want to make sure that I don’t become . . . sympathetic to you or your cause.” 

“Why are you explaining this to me? I’m just a possession. Like your house. Or your shoes.”

“Rielle . . .” His mouth hangs open for a moment.

I roll my eyes then gaze past him.

“We need to go downstairs, and I need you to go along with whatever I say.” He rubs his forehead. “I need you to be a very contrite and broken Contract. They need to know I’m in control.”

I turn my gaze on him for a long moment. In that moment, the memory of Nathan saying our last goodbye before Bank Security seized him charges my thoughts. Helplessness clings to my skin and pulls me down. I peer down at the ground. “You are in control. I am broken.” I swallow hard and pinch my pajamas’ fabric between my fingers. “I’ll change.” I grab the scrubs from him and close the door.

I slip out of my pajamas and into the loose scrubs. The rough fabric irritates my morning skin. 

The Trenchcoat Man and Roberta await. I retreat inside myself, to that place where I hide from the living nightmares in order to survive. 

When I open the door again, Justin stands there, waiting. “Let’s go,” he says. He turns and walks toward the staircase.

I gaze ahead, my surroundings a blur, and follow him.

Carpet under foot and wood railing under hand, I descend the stairs. Voices hum louder with each step. My pulse climbs, and I focus on my breathing. In, out, in. A musky perfume pollutes the air. 

Justin glances back at me. “It’s going to be okay.”

Liar.

It flashes before my eyes, playing like a film—I sat on the floor in my family home, Alyssa clutched in my arms. And the Trenchcoat Man walked into the room. 

Justin grasps both doorknobs and pushes the double doors to the study open. A gust of perfume hits me, stinging my nostrils. I will my feet to move forward. Roberta, legs crossed, perches on the sofa beside Clive. Her emerald-green dress stretches tight over her hips. She lifts her eyebrows and appraises me. I lower my gaze. That’s what Contracts do. Justin sits on the loveseat across from Clive and Roberta. He motions for me to sit beside him.

Clive retrieves a package of cigarettes from his blazer pocket. 

“Please don’t smoke in the house,” Justin says.

Clive shakes a cigarette from the pack, lights it, takes a long draw, and lifts his chin as he expels the smoke before saying, “Rielle, so good to see you.” 

My stomach twists at the sound of his voice. 

“Justin, it’s a lovely home you have here. How is your father?” Clive asks.

Justin shifts in his seat as he unlocks his gaze from the burning cigarette. “Still not well, I’m afraid.”

“I heard he was quite ill.” Clive takes another drag then blows the smoke our way. “Frankly, I was surprised to learn he was still alive.” I lift my gaze to glare at Clive. He grins, lips thin and teeth yellow. 

They tried to kill Uncle Rex the other night. Of course, they’re surprised he’s still alive.

Justin grimaces and waves the smoke away. “He’s a fighter.” I glance at Justin. He stares at Clive, his glare narrow and cold.

Roberta picks up a cup and saucer from the table and takes a sip. She leaves red lipstick on the delicate white china. She peers over at me as she sets the cup down. “And how are you fairing, Rielle? That’s the same outfit you wore the first time I met you.”

Anger heats the back of my neck. “Fine, thanks.”

Justin scoots an inch closer to me. Roberta pushes her long orange hair behind her shoulder and tilts her head. A thin gold chain sparkles in the morning sun. She grasps the pendant and rubs it between her fingers like some sort of lucky charm. A cross decorates the front of the locket. 

My breath catches. I know that locket—the last gift my mother ever gave me. It’s as though someone is tightening strings inside me, cranking and cranking, tighter and tighter. Then, one by one, they snap, pinging and popping. The last one breaks with a shrill ting inside my head, and I rise to my feet.

I lunge at Roberta. Before she can react, I grab hold of the necklace. She pushes me and I stumble backward, taking the necklace with me. The chain snaps. I lock it in my fist and hold it to my chest. 

Roberta springs to her feet. “That’s mine, you thief.”

Clive picks up his cup and blows on the liquid inside, smoke from his cigarette mingling with the steam from his cup. He smirks and then loudly sips.

Roberta grabs my hand, digging her fingernails into my skin. 

I push her away with my free hand. “This was my mother’s!” There’s a harsh tug at the back of my shirt.

“How dare you, slave!” She slaps my face.

My cheek stings and I lurch backward and fall against Justin. He seizes my upper arms. “What in the hell are you doing? Give it back!”

I struggle against him, but he holds tight while Roberta pries my fingers open and snatches the locket out of my hand.

I elbow Justin in the gut, but he only tightens his grip. “It’s mine. My mother—”

“Enough!” Justin shouts in my ear.

Clive stands. “Is this the type of control you have over her?” 

“I need a word with my Contract.” Justin forces me toward the door and then shoves me through the doorway. He steps into the front hall and closes the study doors.

He clutches my arm and tows me down the hall. 

He spins me around to face him. An angry flush flames his cheeks. I glare at him. How could he let her take it from me? She stole it from me!

Justin places his hands on my shoulders. I bat his hands away. “Don’t touch me!”

“Calm down!” he says through clenched teeth.

“That was my mother’s. She gave it to me. And they took it from me the day they took my family. It has pictures . . .” Hot tears flood my eyes and I blink them back. 

“This is not helping, Rielle. They could arrest you for this. They have more than enough evidence to arrest you for terrorism after what you did up at the logging camp. You think it’s bad being here with me? It could be a lot worse. You need to get a hold of yourself.” He takes a deep breath. “This is what you are going to do,” he continues. “You are going to go back and apologize to her.”

“Apologize to her?” Rage burns in my veins. I didn’t think I could hate him more than I already did, but I was wrong. This new level of hatred is staggering. 

“I asked you to just go along. Now I have to try to fix this. I have to try to make it seem like I have control over you. I have to try to show them they don’t need to take you somewhere where they can keep a closer eye on you.” He lowers his voice. “So, you are going to be exceedingly apologetic.”

I loathe everything he said. But he may be right. I have more freedom here than I would have anywhere else. If I’m ever to escape and find Silas and Nathan, I will need all the liberties I can get. 

A weight settles on my chest, crushing me and cutting off my air. My shoulders slump. “Yes, Master.”

He marches me back to the den. The moment I’m in the same room with Roberta, prison seems more attractive than having to apologize to her.

With a firm grip on my arm, Justin drags me to the sofa where Roberta sits. Smoke stinging my eyes, silence hangs in the air as I work up my apology. Justin squeezes my arm tighter.

“Roberta. I’m, I’m sorr—” 

“Don’t apologize to the likes of Roberta,” Justin cuts in.

Didn’t he, just moments ago, order me to apologize to her? I glance at him, trying to read his expression. His jaw is set, his eyes narrowed. “Sit down, Rielle.”

I quickly sit, waiting for what comes next. 

Justin holds out his hand to Roberta. “The locket.”

She bristles. “It’s my locket.”

“Give it to me,” Justin says.

Roberta rolls her eyes. “No.”

Clive smirks as he watches the whole ordeal.

“The Community Service Contract Act states all property of the individual Contract belongs to the purchaser of the Contract. If that is indeed Rielle’s locket, it’s actually my property. Which makes you the thief, Roberta.”

Clive chuckles. “Hand him the locket, my dear.”

Robert glowers at him. “I rather like this locket. It reminds me why I do what I do. He doesn’t seem to have control over her. What does he want with a worthless trinket anyway? Unless he’s soft on her and intends to give it to her.” 

“She’s always been spirited. You know that, Roberta,” Justin says. “But I’m entitled to the locket.”

Clive drops the remainder of his cigarette into his coffee. “You believing you’re entitled to anything is interesting to say the least. Between your soft spot for slaves and your father’s treachery, I’d say you’re lucky to be alive and living in this lovely home.” Clive stands and buttons his blazer. “The only thing you’re entitled to is a prison cell.”

Justin sits on the loveseat, his shoulders slump, and his Adam’s apple bobs up then down as he swallows. He glowers at Roberta. “If you want some second-hand locket that bad, keep it.”

I chew on my cheek, tasting blood as I methodically breath in and out through my nose. 

“Perhaps we can get to the reason why you came,” Justin says.

Clive leans back against a pillow. “Oh, no reason in particular. Just making sure that the great Rielle James is sufficiently subdued.” 

“Well, she is. And I’m afraid she has work to do, so you’ll forgive me if I ask you to leave.” Justin waves his hand toward the door.

Clive crosses his legs. “Well, there is just one more matter we need to discuss—this trip you’re planning.”

* * *
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Chapter Four
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A Slight Detour

––––––––
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TRIP? I GLANCE AT JUSTIN. 

Justin lifts his eyebrows. “And how do you know about that? No illegal surveillance, I’m sure.”

Clive leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. “You’re housing two known terrorists. It’s within our right to keep an eye on things.”

“My father is hardly in a state to terrorize anyone. And as for Rielle, as you can see, the only thing she’s terrorizing is the bacteria around the toilet bowl.”

Clive chuckles. “And you’re just an ever-loyal servant to the OneEarth Bank.”

“I think I’ve proven my loyalty.”

“Still, the location seems . . . odd.”

I clench my teeth. Location? What in the hell are they talking about? Justin is leaving here. A vacation? Perhaps that would be my opportunity to sneak away. 

“My family has owned that cabin for decades. I spent every summer there as a kid. Hardly odd that we’d return. As you well know, my father is dying and he wants to spend some of his last days there.”

I vaguely remember Justin telling me about a place him and his father used to visit back when I was serving The Banker. He was trying to make a connection with me. Mille de Lacs. Minnesota. Not so far from home. Not so far from where they’re holding Nathan and Aunt Angelique. My heart rate pitches at the possibilities. I’ve been searching for a way to get there. If I could convince him to take me along, I’d be so close!

Clive narrows his eyes and stares hard at Justin as though to read his mind. “And who will be joining you?”

“My father, of course. Rielle and Sarah.”

Clive glowers at me then shifts in his seat. He opens his mouth to speak but closes it again. “Perhaps we could arrange a supervisor for her so you can leave her behind.”

“She’s my property. I require her services at all times,” Justin says.

Clive lifts his chin. “She’s a flight risk.”

“She has a chip. The only reason she was able to escape before is she had help. She will have no help this time. Did I not deliver everything I promised?”

Clive’s eyes flutter and he presses his teeth together. “Indeed, you did.”

“I’ve demonstrated my loyalty to the OneEarth Bank, have I not?”

“I don’t mean any offense. You must understand my misgivings.”

“Well, I am taking offense. You’ve done your inspection. Now you can leave.”

After a long moment, Clive stands and then Roberta joins him. “Yes, our work here is done. I would just advise you to keep a tight leash on that one.” Clive walks around the coffee table and stands over me. “I’m sure we could find another placement for her if she gives you any trouble.” He trails his finger down my cheek. At his touch, a chill ripples over me and I lean away.

Justin grabs his wrist. “Keep your hands off my property.”

Clive smiles at Justin then looks back at Roberta. “Let’s go, my dear.”

Justin stands. “I’ll see you out.” 

Roberta follows Justin toward the door, then halts and gazes back at me. “Well, it was nice seeing you both again. I’ll give your regards to Nathan next time I see him.”

I fist my hands. Justin takes her elbow. “The door is this way, Roberta.” 

I remain on the loveseat as they exit the study, staring at the extinguished cigarette in the delicate china cup. Roberta in Nathan’s presence sets off a sharp pain in my chest. But Justin is taking me along to Minnesota. Once we’re there, I will find a way to escape. 

When the front door thuds closed, I walk to the window and watch through a gap in the drapery, getting one last glimpse of my locket as Clive and Roberta get into the car. Justin returns to the den. I turn to him. “Mille de Lacs?”

He walks toward me. “Yes.”

“When?”

He steps closer. “Three days.” 

“Okay.” I’ll be ready. I take another peek out the window and the car is gone. 

“Rielle?”

Reluctantly, I face him. “What?”

“You can’t do anything stupid. They’ll be keeping tabs. You need to stay with me.”

My escape will be smart and well planned. Nothing stupid about it. “I won’t do anything stupid. I promise.”

He peers into my eyes. I can tell he doesn’t buy it. He knows me too well.

“Your locket. I’m sorry I couldn’t . . .” Justin rubs the back of his neck then turns and walks away.

The people-pleaser in me wants to thank him for trying. But I can’t bring myself to say the words, so I turn back toward the window to stare at the empty driveway. 

The next couple of days is spent preparing for our trip. I’m preoccupied with an escape plan, but I don’t know enough to put together a solid plan. How remote will this place be? How closely will I be watched? So much will have to be planned once I get there. I’d like to pump Justin for information, but he’s smart enough to see right through that since I’ve been giving him the silent treatment since he dragged me back here.

In the solace of my bedroom, I pull my old shoe and Nathan’s shirt out of the attic and sit on the floor cross-legged. It still smells like him—that smoky smell. But the smell is fading, and I hate that. Should I take the chip along? Is it safe? If I escape for good, I need to have it with me. I stroke my finger over the collar of the shirt. “Are you okay? Are you in pain?” Tears drip onto the dirty shirt. “I wish you were here. I don’t know how I’m going to do this.” 

Nathan thought I was formidable. I don’t feel formidable. I feel like a mess. I am a mess. I don’t even know what I’m doing. I have a threadbare escape plan. How am I ever going to save him and my aunt and my brother?

More tears fall, sad, frustrated, angry tears. 

I have to pull it together. I have to try. Even if I die trying. 

I dig Nina’s chip out from under the sole of my old shoes. I wrap it in a couple of layers of aluminum foil I found in the kitchen. Hopefully, it will be enough to keep the chip scanners from reading it. I tuck it under the sole of the shoes I’ll be wearing tomorrow. It’s been a good hiding place up until this point. I fold Nathan’s shirt and tuck it on the bottom of my suitcase. I can’t bear to leave him behind. It’s my last connection to him.

No. No. I’m going to find him. I’m going to get him out. Then this shirt won’t matter. That’s the way it’s going to be.

Doubt churns my stomach. I lay in bed for the rest of the night trying to sleep but too anxious about what lies ahead. When I hear movement in the hall, I hop into the shower. Once I’m dressed, I roll my suitcase down the stairs and place it beside a couple other bags already stationed near the front door. 

Sarah hurries down the stairs. “Did you have breakfast?” she asks as she scurries past.

“Not hungry.” 

She disappears down the wide hall to the elevator. 

I glance around. This may be my last time here. This place started as a sanctuary. Down that hall to the right is the atrium where Justin and I picnicked. He kissed me there. I shudder. Things were different then. I thought maybe I loved him. But I didn’t know what kind of person he was back then. Now this is my prison. I’d burn it down on my way out if I didn’t still have the utmost respect for Uncle Rex. Too bad Justin couldn’t take after his father.

Sarah wheels Uncle Rex into the entryway, a blanket over his legs. Justin follows close behind. Justin opens the door and the driver is waiting. The driver grabs a couple of bags and Justin grabs a couple and walks out the door. Sarah says, “Oh, I almost forgot!” and dashes up the stairs. Uncle Rex is skin and bone. His skin seems thin and transparent as though it might tear as easily as tissue paper. His sunken cheeks give him a skeletal appearance. He didn’t seem alive; just not quite dead. I kneel before him and place my hand on his ice-cold fingers. 

“Are you up to this?” I ask. I’ve been so preoccupied with the trip closer to Nathan I didn’t consider Uncle Rex’s frailty. I look into his dull eyes, once a piercing blue. He was so alive and strong when I first met him. Though age had silvered his hair, he seemed invincible back then. I somehow thought he could single-handedly take on the OneEarth Bank. 

How naïve. 

“I will make myself strong enough. This trip . . .” He coughs and places his other hand over mine. “It’s important.” 

Of course. It’s his last chance to visit the place that meant so much to him and Justin. 

“Rielle, do you trust me?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Then will you promise to do something for me?”

I tilt my head and narrow my eyes. Mischief alights in his eyes for a brief moment before another coughing fit snuffs it out. Then he continues. “You can’t run away. You need to trust Justin.”

I release his hand and stand up. “I can’t do that.”

Justin returns to the entryway. “You can’t do what?”

I march toward the door, brushing past him. “Trust you.” 

I walk out the door and down the steps. They wheel Uncle Rex down the ramp and load him into the rear passenger seat. Sarah rounds the car to the driver’s side and the driver opens the door for her. I follow her. She scoots to the middle seat as I climb in behind the driver’s seat. Justin takes the front passenger seat in front of Uncle Rex. Justin pivots in his seat. “Are you feeling okay, Dad? Comfortable? Ready to go?”

“I’m okay. I’m ready to go. I have a feeling this is going to be quite the trip.” He flashes a weak smile.

I know that smile. He’s up to something. I glance at Justin, but he has already turned forward to peer out the windshield. As the car pulls away from the house, I lean my head back against the headrest. I close my eyes and breathe in the smell of leather and a pine-scented air freshener as I begin to turn over escape strategies, analyzing and playing out possible scenarios. I won’t have any time to lose once we arrive.

The sedan drives us to the small airstrip where we landed after Justin brought me back from Montana. A cool breeze wraps around me as I step out of the car. A jet engine roars in the distance and the scent of jet fuel adds a tang to the air. My heart leaps when I see the plane. It’s the plane that will take me back to Minnesota, the plane that will finally take me home. 

A lump swells in my throat. It’s been so long. I swallow the emotion threatening to overwhelm me. This trip isn’t about memories of home and people I love. This trip is about finding those people—Silas, Nathan, Aunt Angelique. And when I do, we will find the other access codes, we will figure out how to use the Back Door chip, and we will take down the OneEarth Bank. 

Contracts will be deemed human once again.

Two men place Uncle Rex in a narrow wheelchair and roll him up the stairs backward and onto the plane. Sarah follows. Justin motions for me to go next. The jet’s engines start with a hiss as I walk up the stairs. I take a seat on a cream-colored leather sofa beneath oval windows. Justin greets the flight attendant. “Is the plane clean?” 

The flight attendant nods. “Finished the sweep about ten minutes ago.”

“Excellent. Get us out of here.” Justin drops into a seat across from me and buckles his seat belt. Within moments the jet is taxiing down the runway. The jet rumbles as it speeds faster and faster, then it leaps into the air. I watch the ground fall away. Goodbye, Texas. If I ever see you again, it’ll be too soon. 

I want to keep planning my escape, but the motion of the plane lulls me until my eyelids grow heave. Finally, I close my eyes and doze. Every passing minute, I’m miles closer to the people I care about. Sleep would make the trip go faster, but I can’t fully fall asleep so I hover in between. Sarah and Justin murmur at the back of the jet. 

I imagine a cabin. I imagine waiting until everyone is asleep and sneaking away. I imagine Nathan’s smiling face. The image transforms into the Nathan I last saw. The bleeding and broken Nathan. Tears prick the corner of my eyes. 

The engines slow and I feel a slight forward decline as though they are beginning our decent. It’s too soon though. Has it even been an hour? I open my eyes and turn in my seat to stare out the window, trying to figure out where exactly we are, but we’re still too high. I only see squares of farmland and hills in the distance.

I glance toward Uncle Rex. Sarah’s eyes are closed. Justin reclines in the seat nearest Uncle Rex. I make eye contact with him then look away. Is it any surprise he’s lied again? Anger burns up the back of my neck. 

Justin stands, crosses the aisle, then drops into the seat beside me. I continue to stare out the window. I don’t want to look at him. I’m busy scanning the ground, trying to figure out our location. 

“We’re making a brief stop near San Antonio,” Justin says.

San Antonio? Brow furrowed, I glance at him.

“Just outside of Comfort to be exact,” he continues.

Comfort? Where the Banker lived before Bank Security destroyed his mansion. Why would we be going there?

Justin sighs. “You want to know why?”

I shrug. “I don’t care.” I care, though. I care deeply.

“You should care.”

“Why should I care?”

He leans closer and I lean away. “Because you are as interested in finding those activation codes for the Back Door as I am.” 

The chip under the sole of my shoe seems to radiate a warmth.

“You want to find the activation codes so you can hand them over to the Bank just like you handed over Nathan and my aunt.” It doesn’t matter if he finds the activation codes because they are useless without the Back Door, and that, I will never allow him to find. I restrain a smirk.

“You’re going to think what you want. I’ve never been able to change your mind. But I’m on your side, Rielle.”

I roll my eyes and look away. 

Justin sighs and continues. “My father thinks my uncle left one of the codes on his property somewhere.”

It’s possible. I bite my lip. I can’t let him see that I want the codes too. If I can find them, I can use the Back Door to free everyone. 

“I need your help. You know that place better than I do,” he says.

I glower at him and shake my head. “Why would I help you?”
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