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      ‘You’re a better man than you think . . . Find Waterman,’ are the words that have been keeping Charlie West going ever since
         his nightmare started. Wanted for murder and implicated in terrorist plots Charlie is on the run from everyone – completely
         unable to remember what actually happened . . .
      

      But now he’s found Waterman will he finally learn the truth and manage to clear his own name?

      This is the third action-packed installment of Klavan’s Homelander Series.

   



      
      About the Author

      Andrew Klavan has been hailed by Stephen King as ‘the most original novelist of crime and suspense since Cornell Woolrich’.
         He is the winner of two Edgar Awards and the author of such bestsellers as True Crime (adapted for film by Clint Eastwood), Don’t Say A Word (adapted as a film starring Michael Douglas), and Dynamite Road.
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      PART I






      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Waterman

      
      The revolving door went around and suddenly there he was: Waterman. The one man who might know the answers; the one man who
         might clear my name. He stepped out of the black office tower. He stood for a moment in the gray light of the late autumn
         afternoon, buttoning his overcoat and eyeing the flurries of snow falling from the slate-colored sky. Then he moved off along
         the sidewalk, joining the crowds of city commuters and Christmas shoppers.
      

      
      I followed him.

      
      I had been sitting at the window counter in the Starbucks across the street, nursing a strawberry-banana smoothie, watching
         Waterman’s building, waiting. Now I drained my cup with a rattling pull at the straw and stood up. Quickly, I zipped up my
         black fleece against the cold and hurried outside. As Waterman moved away, I crossed the street and joined the crowd moving
         along behind him.
      

      
      For the first time since this nightmare began, I felt a small, dizzying thrill of hope, real hope that I might find my life again, find my way home again. Waterman was the only person I knew of who might be able to explain how a year of that
         life had vanished from my memory, how I’d gone to sleep one night in my own bed and woken up entangled with the terrorist
         Homelanders and wanted by the police for the murder of my best friend.
      

      
      I shouldered my way through the dense crowds, hanging back about half a block behind my man. Waterman was a tall guy, bald
         except for a fringe of silver hair. His bare head rose above the other people on the sidewalk. It was easy to keep him in
         sight as he hurried along.
      

      
      But even as my heart lifted in hope, it was racing in fear.

      
      New York City was like some kind of paranoid nightmare. OK, probably not for everyone – but definitely for me. The skyscrapers
         and office buildings rocketing up out of the ground hemmed me in on either side. They seemed to blot out the sky, leaving
         only a small strip of iron gray visible between the building tops above. Below, the avenue ran under the rising walls like
         a narrow canyon between towers of colorless stone. The people and cars pushing through that canyon were crushed together shoulder
         to shoulder, fender to fender, as if they were in some kind of steel-and-glass stampede. Horns were honking constantly. Sirens
         sounded every few minutes. Jackhammers stuttered loudly where workmen dug holes in the pavement. The noise was overwhelming.
      

      
      And everywhere – everywhere – there were faces and eyes. The faces and eyes of ordinary citizens on their way home from work or shopping. The faces and eyes of slinking, sullen, suspicious men who might be my enemies or just city thugs.
         The faces and eyes of policemen – policemen and more policemen – so many – standing on every corner, sitting in patrol cars
         parked at the curb, studying the crowds, watchful, alert.
      

      
      To someone else, maybe to anyone else, it might have all seemed exciting and dazzling and full of energy. But I knew that,
         at any moment, any one of these thousand faces, any pair of those eyes, might turn toward me, might recognize me. At any moment,
         someone could point a finger and shout, ‘Look! That’s Charlie West! Get him!’
      

      
      Up ahead, Waterman turned the corner and vanished from my sight. Afraid of losing him, I pushed through the people around
         me more quickly, slipping between bodies padded with heavy overcoats and down jackets, brushing by briefcases and purses and
         shopping bags filled with wrapped boxes. I got to the corner and scanned the scene. There were fewer people on the side street
         and it was easy to spot Waterman as he hurried along.
      

      
      I hurried along behind him. One block, then another. As we moved farther and farther from the center of town, the crowds and
         traffic thinned. There were fewer and fewer people on the street, fewer cars. It became harder – then just about impossible
         – to hide myself in the crowd. I could only hope that Waterman wouldn’t turn around and see me. Even though I thought he held
         the secret to my missing year, I didn’t know if he was a friend or an enemy. I was afraid if I confronted him on the street, he would run away – or attack me or turn me in. I just didn’t know. I wanted to follow him for
         a while and see if I could find out more about him before I approached. I wanted to choose the time and place we met.
      

      
      It was late November, almost Thanksgiving. The stores were decked with Christmas decorations. There were elaborate displays
         in some of the windows. I hurried past a Victorian scene with miniature electronic skaters moving over a frozen lake, past
         a depiction of The Night Before Christmas with Santa’s sleigh landing on a rooftop. My eyes strayed over the animated figurines. For the first time, I dared to think
         that maybe I could be home for the holidays, back with my mother and father, back with my girlfriend Beth for our first Christmas
         together . . . or anyway, the first Christmas together that I could actually remember.
      

      
      I guess my mind sort of drifted as I was thinking about that, daydreaming about it. Because all at once, I came back to the
         present, I looked ahead of me – and Waterman was gone.
      

      
      I stopped dead. Desperately, I looked left and right. I was on a street of brownstones, quaint four-story apartment buildings
         pressed together in a long row, each with a stone stairway leading up to the front door. I scanned the stairways to see if
         Waterman was going up one of them. I scanned the doors to see if Waterman was going inside. He was nowhere.
      

      
      I started walking again, started walking faster, nearly running – rushing to get to the last place I’d seen him. I reached
         the spot on the sidewalk where he’d vanished.
      

      
      
      That’s when I saw the alley.

      
      It was a passage of concrete between two brick walls. It ended in a windowless wall of stone. The passage was too narrow for
         a car. There was nothing in it but a pair of trash cans.
      

      
      And Waterman. He was there, too.

      
      He was standing very still near the alley’s end, his hands in his overcoat pockets. He was waiting there.

      
      He was waiting for me.

      
      I stared at him. I swallowed hard. I guess he’d known I was behind him all along. I guess he was the one who had chosen the place for us to meet.
      

      
      Well, there was nothing much I could do about it now. I could either speak to him or walk away. And after all this time searching
         for him, there was no chance I was going to walk away.
      

      
      My pulse pounding in my head, I started slowly down the alley. I went about halfway and stopped. I stood shivering, my breath
         frosting in front of me as it hit the cold air.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Charlie,’ Waterman said. He had a soft southern twang to his voice.

      
      I had to swallow again before I could answer him. ‘You’re Mr Waterman.’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘And you know me. You know who I am.’

      
      He gave a brief, tight smile. ‘I know you, Charlie. I know who you are. And I know what’s happened to you. I can explain everything.’

      
      
      It would be impossible to describe what I felt then. A soaring sense of relief and hope. It was like a gigantic bird of some
         kind taking flight inside me. Was there really a chance I might be able to stop running, to stop being alone, to stop being
         afraid? Was there really a chance I could find my life again?
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ I said. My voice was hoarse. I could barely get the words out. ‘Tell me everything.’

      
      With another slight smile, Waterman shook his head. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s not that easy.’ He shifted his gaze, looking
         past me, looking behind me.
      

      
      I glanced over my shoulder to see what he was looking at. Another man had entered the alley. He was a heavy-set man with broad
         shoulders and a belly that pressed against the front of his gray overcoat. He had an LA Dodgers baseball cap pulled down low
         over slickly handsome features: thick lips, a Roman nose, sunken eyes.
      

      
      Confused, I looked back at Waterman, but Waterman went on looking at the man in the Dodgers cap.

      
      Then Waterman said, ‘Shoot him.’

      
      I spun around in time to see the man in the Dodgers cap lift a gun and point it at my chest. In the narrow alley there was
         nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.
      

      
      The man pulled the trigger. I heard the gun whisper, saw the smoke, felt the impact in the center of my chest.

      
      And then I was falling and falling into utter blackness.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Dreams and Whispers

      
      I was home again, a soft pillow under my head, warm and secure with the covers pulled up around my ears. I could hear my mother
         calling me from the foot of the stairs, telling me it was time for school . . .
      

      
      But I didn’t go to school. I was suddenly walking along Spring River in my home town of Spring Hill. I was holding Beth’s
         hand. The leaves on the birch trees around us were orange and yellow against the white bark and the wind was stirring in them.
         Beth’s blue eyes were turned up to me. Her curling honey-brown hair moved at the edges of her smooth features as the wind
         blew. I looked at her and hurt with yearning. We had fallen in love during my trial for Alex’s murder. We had fallen in love
         . . . but I couldn’t remember it. I wanted desperately to remember. But it was part of that missing year.
      

      
      I felt a jolt and suddenly Beth was gone. The river was gone and so were the birch trees. Suddenly I was moving quickly and
         another guy’s face was moving quickly in front of me. Mike – Sensei Mike – my karate teacher. He was throwing blows at me, quick chops and punches, too fast to block. They
         hit me in the chest and the shoulder, jolting me again and again. Mike’s face was as it always was: long and lean with chiseled
         features under that neatly combed black hair he was so proud of and the big black mustache. But then he opened his mouth to
         speak – and the voice that came out wasn’t his. It was deep and rumbling with a British accent. Somehow I knew it was Winston
         Churchill’s voice, the voice of the man who was the British Prime Minister during World War II. He spoke the words that Mike
         had taught me, the philosophy he’d taught me: ‘Never give in; never give in – never, never, never, never, in nothing great
         or small, large or petty, never give in except to convictions of honor and good sense. Never yield to force: never yield to
         the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy.’
      

      
      I didn’t want to give in, but they were after me. I was in the woods. It was dark. It was pitch-black night. All around me,
         dogs were howling, sirens were sounding, footsteps were drawing near. It was the Homelanders. The Homelanders were coming
         for me. The Homelanders was a group run by Islamo-fascist terrorists from the Middle East. They hated . . . Well, they hated
         a lot of things. They hated our country. They hated the idea that people should be free to choose how they live, to choose
         what they believe. There were Americans among them, too: homegrown traitors they’d recruited because it was easier for them
         to move around the country, to get at their targets. The Homelanders thought I was one of them, one of their American traitors. Only they thought I had betrayed them as well. So they were chasing me, closing in on me, and then . . .
      

      
      Then suddenly, bright lights blinded me. The night whirled red and blue. I wasn’t in the woods anymore. I was on a city street.
         The police were coming for me. Their cars were racing at me from every street, from every side. They thought I’d killed my
         best friend, Alex Hauser. I’d been put on trial for it, convicted of it. I’d been put in prison. I’d escaped.
      

      
      But I couldn’t remember any of that. It was like falling in love with Beth. Like falling in league with the Homelanders. It
         was all part of that missing year, that chunk of memory that had somehow disappeared.
      

      
      I felt another jolt – and now suddenly they had me. The police. I was captured. Under arrest. In handcuffs. Detective Rose
         – the man who’d arrested me for Alex’s murder, the man who was relentlessly hunting me still – was leading me to a patrol
         car that would take me back to prison. I was surrounded by state troopers. They were crowded around me, pressing in on every
         side. The open door of the patrol car was getting closer and closer. They were going to put me in the car and take me back
         to prison. But now a voice was whispering in my ear:
      

      
      You’re a better man than you know. Find Waterman.
      

      
      Find Waterman . . .

      
      Suddenly, with another jolt, my eyes came open. I was awake. My heart was pounding – and it pounded faster as I realized I was still in utter blackness.
      

      
      Am I dead?

      
      That was the first thought that went through my mind. But then there was another jolt. I bounced heavily and felt a throbbing
         ache in my head. Oh man, it hurt – it hurt like crazy. Well, at least I wasn’t dead, anyway. Not with a headache like that!
      

      
      But then, where was I?

      
      I reached out and felt the space around me. Metal. Plastic. Some kind of padding material. Some kind of heavy insulated wires.

      
      I listened. An engine. Rushing wind. Highway noises . . .

      
      With a spurt of claustrophobic panic, it came to me: I was locked in the trunk of a moving car.

      
      My first instinct was to start pounding on the trunk lid, to start shouting, ‘Help! Let me out! Let me out!’ Which would’ve
         been pretty dumb, I know. I mean, whoever put me in the trunk of a car probably hadn’t done it by accident. They probably
         weren’t walking around, thinking, Hey, what happened to Charlie? Gee, I hope we didn’t leave him in the trunk of the car! Obviously, they’d dumped me in here on purpose, and so if I started shouting, ‘Help! Help! Let me out!’ they probably wouldn’t
         say, Oh, OK. Sorry; we thought you liked it in there. All it would do was alert them that I was awake. So, like I say, screaming for help: dumb idea. And I knew it was a dumb idea. But still, let me tell you, in my fear and claustrophobia, the urge to start screaming anyway was almost
         overwhelming. I had to work hard to fight it down. I had to force myself to breathe slowly, deeply. I had to force myself
         to think. I thought, OK, what’s my situation? How did I get here? What happened to me?

      
      Then I remembered: Waterman.

      
      I felt another jolt as the car went over a bump. I flinched as the pain lanced through my head like a jagged bolt of lightning.
         I winced. I thought, Ow! Then I thought, Waterman. Right. Waterman in the alley. And the man in the Dodgers cap. And the gun . . .
      

      
      The gun. The man in the Dodgers cap had shot me. Quickly, my hand went to my chest. I felt the bruise, the stinging pain under
         my fleece where the gunshot had hit me.
      

      
      But that’s all I felt. No dampness. No blood. Plus I was alive. Which meant I hadn’t been shot with a bullet. A bullet to
         that spot would’ve almost surely hit my heart, almost surely killed me, with plenty of blood to go around. Flinching at the
         pain in my head again, I realized it wasn’t a bullet. It was a dart – a drug of some kind. The man in the Dodgers cap had
         fired a tranquilizer weapon at me. I’d been knocked out, but I was unhurt. I was alive.
      

      
      OK. So that was my situation. On the plus side, I was alive. That definitely had to be counted as a positive. In terms of
         negatives, well, the whole locked-in-the-trunk-of-a-car thing. It was hard to find anything good to say about that.
      

      
      In fact, as I thought about it, I felt the panic and claustrophobia start to rise up in me again.

      
      
      Again, I forced myself to breathe deeply. Never give in, I told myself. Never, never, never, never.
      

      
      Feeling stiff and uncomfortable, I shifted in the small space. I discovered I had a little room to move. My eyes were adjusting
         to the darkness now, too. I could see that I was facing the rear of the car. I struggled to turn around, to face the front,
         to see what else I could see. Moving like that redoubled my sense of claustrophobia, made me feel like I was in a coffin,
         buried underground, left for dead. Not a pleasant feeling.
      

      
      All the same, I did manage to make the turn on to my back then on to my other side. When I finished, I could see the barrier
         between the trunk and the backseat. That gave me an idea. I struggled to get closer to the barrier. I managed to press my
         ear against it. I listened.
      

      
      Sure enough, I could hear what was going on inside the car. I could hear voices in there. At first, it was hard to make out
         the words through the barrier. The rumble of the car’s motion kept drowning them out, too. But if I lay very still and kept
         my breathing shallow, I could hear some of what was being said.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have much choice. One way or another, we’ve got to act.’

      
      That last part came to me clearly. I was pretty sure it was Waterman speaking. I recognized the distinctive southern twang
         I’d heard in the alley.
      

      
      Somebody answered him, but the voice was muffled.

      
      Then Waterman said, ‘No. And it isn’t going to be pretty finding out. But I don’t see what other options we have. They’re close. Very close. We can’t just wait and hope for the best.’
      

      
      This time, the answering voice was clearer. ‘He may still be worth something to us as he is.’ I guessed it was the guy in
         the Dodgers cap speaking.
      

      
      ‘It’s gone too far for that, Jim,’ said Waterman. ‘As he is, he can only be a liability.’

      
      Again, there was an answer I couldn’t hear.

      
      I licked my dry lips, staring into the darkness of the car’s trunk. Were they talking about me? Were they deciding what to
         do with me? I thought they probably were.
      

      
      Then I heard Waterman say flatly, ‘Well, then we’ve got to get rid of him.’

      
      There was another jolt, another flash of pain through my skull.

      
      We’ve got to get rid of him.
      

      
      That didn’t sound good at all.

      
      Now I could feel the car changing direction, slowing. We were getting off the highway. I figured we must be approaching our
         destination. Was this the place where they were going to get rid of me?
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ the second speaker – Jim – began. ‘Either way, I think we have some kind of responsibility—’

      
      ‘No,’ said Waterman, cutting him off. ‘This was part of the deal. We knew it would be like this from the beginning.’

      
      After that, the voices stopped for a while. I shifted in the car again. I felt around me, trying to find some way to get the
         trunk open or maybe some weapon I might be able to use: a tire iron maybe. But there was nothing. The trunk’s latch was hidden
         inside the body of the car. And the only objects around me were those insulated wires, which I now realized were a pair of
         jumper cables. Not much help.
      

      
      I’d have to wait and take my chances. They might just open up the trunk and shoot me, but they might take me out first, take
         me somewhere secluded. Sensei Mike had trained me well in karate. I was a good fighter: a black belt. There might be a chance,
         a small chance, I could break away from these guys and run for it.
      

      
      So I said a prayer for calm and for courage and I waited and, while I waited, I tried to think.

      
      Who were they? Who was Waterman? Was he one of the Homelanders? I had no way of knowing. That time I’d been arrested, someone
         had whispered in my ear that I should ‘find Waterman,’ but I didn’t know who the whisperer was – a friend or an enemy? If
         all Waterman wanted was to ‘get rid’ of me, why hadn’t he just done it in the alley? Why hadn’t he just shot me for real and
         left me there?
      

      
      Maybe they need something, I thought. Maybe they think I have some important piece of information.
      

      
      It isn’t going to be pretty finding out.
      

      
      That didn’t sound so good either. Were they going to torture me? Did my life depend on the answers I gave them? Didn’t they
         understand? I didn’t know what had happened. I didn’t remember.
      

      
      The car went on and on. I felt another turn. The road grew bumpier. I was jostled back and forth roughly in the trunk. It felt like we were on a dirt road. We were heading away
         from traffic, away from people.
      

      
      Now I heard the voices in the car start up again. They were easier to hear than before because the car had slowed down to
         deal with the rough road.
      

      
      ‘Where do you want to do this?’ said the voice I now knew as Jim.

      
      ‘Might as well use the Panic Room. That way, we can be sure no one hears the screaming.’

      
      Great. Screaming. Screaming was never a positive. And Waterman’s tone when he talked about it was chillingly cool and casual.
         As if torturing me and getting rid of me was just another piece of business that had to be taken care of.
      

      
      There was a brief silence, then the guy called Jim said, ‘Poor kid.’

      
      ‘Like I said,’ Waterman drawled, ‘this was the deal from the beginning.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Still. Poor kid.’

      
      My stomach turned. I was scared, I don’t mind saying. I’d escaped from the Homelanders. I’d escaped from the police. But something
         about these guys was different. They sounded so relaxed, so professional. Their tone sapped my confidence, made me feel there
         was no chance I could fight my way out of this.
      

      
      The car slowed. I felt a slight bump as if the car were lifting over a threshold. The car stopped. The engine died.

      
      
      I heard the doors opening. I held my breath. I heard footsteps.

      
      Then, suddenly, Waterman’s voice sounded right nearby, right outside the trunk.

      
      ‘Let’s get this over with,’ he said.

      
      The trunk came open.

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Milton Two

      
      After such a long time in the darkness, I had to blink and squint in the pale light of evening before I could see anything.
         Then I saw Waterman, silhouetted by the light, standing above me holding the lid of the car trunk. Jim – the man in the Dodgers
         cap – was standing just behind him, his hands shoved into his overcoat pockets.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Charlie,’ Waterman said grimly. ‘Let’s go.’

      
      He stepped back. I climbed slowly out of the trunk, my limbs stiff and aching after the long confinement.

      
      ‘Where are we?’ I said. ‘Where are you taking me?’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ said Waterman. ‘You don’t get any questions. We ask; you answer. That’s how it’s going to work.’

      
      I stood up, rubbing my legs to bring them back to life. I looked around, blinking, dazed.

      
      We were in an old barn of dried-out brown wood. The fading daylight poured through the open bay doors. Strips of light came
         in between the cracks in the ancient wall boards. Farm tools hung on nails in the boards: a pitchfork, a shovel, a pair of gardening shears. My eyes went over them as I tried to think of some way to get my hands on something I could use
         as a weapon.
      

      
      Waterman seemed to read my mind. ‘Don’t even think about it, son. I know you’re a tough guy. But you’re not tough enough.
         This is already going to be unpleasant. Don’t make it any harder on yourself than it has to be.’
      

      
      I eyed my two captors. Waterman looked like he was fifty or so. Dodger Jim looked somewhat younger, not much. But both of
         them looked like they were hard characters, very confident and experienced. It was a pretty good bet that Dodger Jim was holding
         a gun in his overcoat pocket, too, and it might not be a tranquilizer gun this time. If I was going to try to escape, this
         wasn’t the time. I was going to have to take them when they were off guard in order to have even half a chance.
      

      
      Waterman glanced over his shoulder, as if he was afraid someone might be watching us. Outside the barn door I couldn’t see
         anything but forest.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ he said. He slammed the trunk. ‘We can’t just stand around here. Let’s get moving.’

      
      Dodger Jim stepped aside and gave an ironic wave of his hand toward the barn door: right this way, sir. I stepped out into
         a deep forest that was fading into shadow with the coming of night. It was cold here, colder than in the city, colder with
         every moment the light grew dimmer. My breath frosted in front of me, and I could feel the chill eating at my skin through
         my fleece.
      

      
      
      Waterman closed the barn door and then he and Dodger Jim came up, one on either side of me. There was a trail going off in
         three directions. We took the path to the right.
      

      
      Sometimes we walked together. More often, the trail was too narrow and Waterman led the way with me in the middle and Dodger
         Jim behind me. No chance to make a break.
      

      
      At first, I kept my mouth shut. I knew Waterman didn’t want me asking questions. But then I thought, What do I care what he wants? I needed to distract these guys so I could get my chance to strike.
      

      
      So I asked, ‘Hey, who are you people, anyway?’

      
      Waterman said nothing.

      
      I tried again. ‘I mean, are you the good guys or the bad guys?’

      
      Waterman snorted. ‘Doesn’t that depend whose side you’re on?’

      
      The answer chilled me. I’d heard too much of that kind of talk lately. Nothing is really good or bad, it’s all a matter of
         perspective, it’s all a matter of which culture you come from, a matter of what you’ve been taught and what you happen to
         believe. It sounded like Mr Sherman, a history teacher of mine who’d turned out to be one of the Homelanders. It was just
         the sort of thing he used to say.
      

      
      I’d had a chance to think about it a lot over the last week or so as I was making my way to New York to find Waterman. I’d
         had to think about it. When everyone is against you – not just the terrorists but the police, too – you have to wonder: Did
         I do something wrong? Am I the bad guy? Should I turn myself in and take the punishment society says I deserve? It’s not like a math quiz or a spelling bee.
         The answers aren’t as black-and-white as that. But that doesn’t mean there are no answers – and, in my situation, you have
         to get them right or it could mean disaster. It could mean you die.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think good and bad does depend on whose side you’re on. I don’t think anyone really believes that either.
         I think they just say it because they think it makes them sound open-minded and sophisticated or something.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yeah?’ Waterman glanced back at me with an ironic smile on his face. ‘You think there’s just good and bad and that’s
         it, huh?’
      

      
      ‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘I mean, maybe we don’t always know what it is. Maybe we goof up as we’re trying to find it. But that
         doesn’t mean it’s not there. That doesn’t mean you can’t get closer to it if you keep trying.’
      

      
      Waterman faced forward again, making his way along the narrow dirt path. ‘Some people would say that’s a pretty simplistic
         idea of the world.’
      

      
      This was good. I had his attention now. If I could keep him talking, I might find the opportunity to make my move.

      
      ‘A rock is harder than a feather,’ I said. ‘You can talk and jabber and make exceptions, but in the end, if you have to choose
         which one is gonna hit you in the head, you’ll choose the feather every single time.’
      

      
      Up ahead of me, Waterman made a dismissive riffling noise. ‘What are you talking about? So a rock is harder than a feather. So what? What’s that supposed to mean?’
      

      
      ‘It means that simple and simplistic aren’t the same thing. Some things are true whether they’re simple or not. Sometimes
         people just get complicated so they don’t have to stand up for what’s simple and true. It’s easier. It’s safer. But that doesn’t
         make it right.’
      

      
      I glanced behind me. Dodger Jim was there at my back, his hands jammed into his overcoat pockets. His eyes were turning this
         way and that, scanning the woods, as if he expected someone to leap out at us at any moment. He wasn’t listening to our conversation.
         That was good, too. He had the gun. He was the first one I was going to take down.
      

      
      Waterman didn’t look back as he spoke now. ‘Well, congratulations, Charlie. You know a rock is harder than a feather. I’m
         happy for you. What else do you know?’
      

      
      ‘I know freedom is better than slavery,’ I said.

      
      ‘Oh, yeah?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘How do you know that?’

      
      ‘Because I know love is better than hate – and you can’t love something by force. You can’t be forced to love your neighbor
         or your country or God or anything. No one has the right to force you and they couldn’t if they wanted to. You have to be
         free, so you can choose, even if that means some people choose wrong.’
      

      
      ‘Wow. You sure know a lot.’

      
      ‘I know a rock is harder than a feather and I know freedom is better than slavery. That’s what I know. And that means the people working for freedom are the good guys. So which are you, Mr Waterman? The good guys or the bad guys?’
      

      
      Once again, Waterman didn’t even bother to turn around. ‘Well, I still say things are a lot more complicated than—’

      
      That’s what he was starting to say when I struck.

      
      I turned fast, snapping the back of my fist at Dodger Jim’s head. I gauged the blow perfectly. My knuckles smashed into his
         temple. His Dodgers cap flew off. His mouth fell open. His eyes seemed to roll in his head. For an instant, he was stunned.
      

      
      I used that instant. I seized his right arm and yanked it out of his pocket. Sure enough, he had the gun clutched in his hand
         even now. I twisted his wrist with one hand and yanked the weapon from his loose fingers with the other.
      

      
      It all took no more than a second or two but, by then, Waterman was on the move. He’d sensed the action behind him, heard
         the blow, and turned to come after me. He only got a single step. Then I leveled the gun at his chest.
      

      
      ‘Hold it right—!’ I started to say.

      
      There was a sizzling white flash. A searing pain shot from my wrist up through my arm. I cried out. My arm spasmed, out of
         my control. The muscles went dead and the gun flew from my limp fingers, twirling blackly through the evening air. The burning
         blow knocked me off my feet. The next thing I knew I was lying on my back in the dirt, staring upward, dumb and dazed.
      

      
      Something was hovering over me in the twilight, something just hanging there in midair, staring down at me. At first, in my stupefied state, I thought it must be some kind
         of magical bird or something. What else could just hover in the air like that? But as my head cleared, I saw it was a machine
         of some sort. It was about the size and shape of an Xbox controller. It was camouflaged like an army uniform. It had a red
         light burning on it. There seemed to be a round lens in the center of it: that staring eye.
      

      
      I started to get up, shifting to the side. As I did, the flying thing also darted to the side, following my movements.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t do anything too sudden, if I were you,’ Waterman drawled above me. ‘That thing can do a lot of damage.’

      
      I believed him. I moved more slowly, rubbing the raw, red spot on my wrist where the thing had blasted me. The muscles of
         my arm were starting to come back to life with a dull throb of pain.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ I said thickly, gesturing with my head toward the hovering machine.

      
      ‘That,’ Waterman told me, ‘is Milton Two. He’s our security drone. He let you off easy. He can dial that electronic pulse
         up high enough to knock you straight into eternity. Releases tear gas, too, when he has a mind. Pretty cool, huh?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I said sourly. ‘Great.’

      
      The thing buzzed and hovered and shifted, following my every move as I started to climb to my feet. But I didn’t get far.
         Just as I propped my hand against the gritty earth to push myself up, another blow struck me. This one hit me in the side, right near the floating rib. It knocked the wind right out
         of me. Groaning, I fell, face first, back to the dirt.
      

      
      For a moment, I thought I’d drawn Milton Two’s fire again. But no, it wasn’t the drone this time. It was Dodger Jim. He’d
         kicked me.
      

      
      ‘That’s for the hit in the head,’ he said, towering above me where I lay. Then he grabbed me by the collar and hauled me roughly
         to my feet.
      

      
      He had his cap back on. He had his gun back, too. He jammed it hard against the side of my head. With his free hand, he rubbed
         the spot on his temple where I’d clocked him.
      

      
      ‘Try that again,’ he said nastily. ‘See what happens.’

      
      ‘All right, Jim,’ said Waterman. ‘That’s enough. You can’t blame the kid for trying.’ He was looking around the woods nervously.
         ‘Let’s get out of the open already.’
      

      
      Dodger Jim gave me an angry shove down the trail. I looked at him. I looked at Milton Two, zipping around me in the twilight.
         I didn’t have much choice. I started walking.
      

      
      Waterman and Dodger Jim both fell in line behind me. The small drone flew along at my side, watching me the whole time, ready
         to blast me if I tried another move. None of them was taking any chances now.
      

      
      Wherever we were going, whatever was going to happen, whatever they were going to do to me, there was no escape.
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