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      The secret is locked in her mind—and they’ll do anything to get it.

      Generations ago, humanity was devastated by a virus that wiped billions from the planet. If not for AmeriGlobe’s Pairing programme to match immune survivors, and VaxWell’s immunity-boosting biomods, humans would’ve died out. 

      Lora Flannigan has sought to conform to the strict laws throughout her eighteen years, and after the Testing she now stands on the brink of a prestigious pairing with high-caste Jarid. Accepting the match will pull her and her family up from their low-caste existence. 

      But Lora never counted on the sparks that ignite when she meets her Pair’s striking brother: Syeth—dark, brooding and harbouring secrets. But before she’s managed to make sense of her feelings, he’s embroiled her in the rebellion underworld. 

      And when still darker truths come to light, Lora realizes the purpose behind not only her pairing… but her very existence.
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      You can do this one last time, I thought to myself while staring at the biomod kiosk station. Other teens rushed by me to get into the domed glass structure as quickly as possible. It was busiest after school, with kids as young as twelve wanting to check their ImmunoAlgorithms before their friends. Their obsession with the kiosks made my stomach churn. I’d tried to avoid them for as long as possible, but I couldn’t today. My score had to be as high as it could be by tomorrow.

      I shoved my hair from my shoulders and then dug into the pocket of my navy pants for a bobby pin. There were always at least four of them in any given outfit—I needed them to tame my wild red hair. I twirled a particularly stubborn chunk off the side of my face and pinned it all back. Much better. Still anxious, I smoothed my hands over my shirt and sucked in a breath.

      My best friend Jeremy Chan bumped my arm with his. “Are you just going to stand out here all day?” His thick black hair stuck out at all angles as usual. Even though he had the rumpled look down, he was rarely stressed or phased by much.

      “Maybe,” I said to him.

      The line already pushed to the sidewalk. And across the street, another had formed—as they did at most corners of the kiosk hot spots each afternoon. It didn’t matter if the location was an apartment building or a shopping center; they were the cornerstone of our young lives. The VaxWell corporation made them available to score our immune systems. The score determined how well our vaccines worked against Virus Zero, helping establish if we were worthy of a pairing when we turned eighteen.

      “You don’t have to do, this, Lora,” he said.

      We stood closer to the curb while the lines outside the station grew. I narrowed my eyes, noticing that frustrated teens were moving away from the docking stations inside—back toward the growing line. It looked like they were out of order; a blinking notice flashed on the kiosk screens.

      “I do have to do this,” I said. “You know why.”

      Jeremy snorted. “Since when do you care about the pairings?”

      “I can’t disappoint Dad.” The only reason we were alive was because of the immunizations, and the pairings were a way to keep the virus from spreading and taking out the rest of humanity. My mother had committed suicide because she couldn’t stand the world we’d lived in since Zero had decimated the country. I had to work with the system instead of against it, or else my dad might fear losing me, too. The pairing would set me on the right course for the rest of my life.

      “The paired sound like they have miserable lives anyway,” he said, hoping I would agree with him.

      “Are you going to take the job at VaxWell?” I asked, changing the subject. It was all he could talk about since they wanted to hire him straight out of school. That was less than a month away. VaxWell was also coincidently the corporation that ran New Manhattan and administered the testing of the biomods.

      “You don’t need to call me a hypocrite.”

      “I didn’t,” I said, lifting my eyes to the clear blue sky above us. Jeremy rarely checked his score at a kiosk, never mind received a biomod injection.

      He sighed. “The money is good. Really good.”

      “You’ve mentioned that,” I said with a smirk. When Jeremy received the offer, he’d blurted out the salary. To anyone else, it would have seemed like bragging, but something like that was a serious factor for anyone in our level. “The waiver on your pairing helps, too, huh?”

      “It is a perk.” Those working in certain areas of VaxWell could waive their pairing in order to dedicate their lives to the corporation. “The work on immunizations seems important, too.”

      “Don’t forget about Sarah.” Sarah was Jeremy’s mentor there—a security officer who’d done his screening interview for the job. They’d hit it off right away, and she contacted him at least once a day to follow up on his decision.

      “That’s true. At least I’ll have someone to talk to.” Jeremy gave me a wistful glance. Once I was paired, I wondered how often we would see each other. He was the only one I knew who shared my disdain for the system. He kept me sane, and I wasn’t sure if whoever I paired with—if I paired with anyone—would understand me as well as he did.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “We’ll keep in touch.” Those in front of us muttered to each other about the state of the kiosks. It seemed like only two of the kiosks were working now. At least I had an excuse to delay the inevitable.

      “You could not go, you know,” he pressed. “You already have a future for yourself with your acceptance to school for biomedical engineering. If you got a job, you could get a waiver, too.”

      And go against the government’s plan for all eighteen-year-olds.

      If only it were that simple. As much as I hated what the kiosks represented, the pairing would show the government that I was compliant with the demands of our society. With that in mind, I generally made an effort to try the makeup, jewelry, and music which the kiosks suggested to bring up my score—and boost immunity to the virus. That didn’t mean I liked it. Though the more I let them control my actions, the higher my score got. It was an unfair payoff, but necessary.

      I stepped into the line and leaned against the brick wall—even though I wanted to flee the area.

      Jeremy pulled a face. “You’re going to be here forever.”

      “I know,” I said, wondering if I should have jumped in line sooner rather than waiting for Jeremy to find me after school since most of the kiosks were down. A technician carrying a hard, plastic suitcase was walking around the building, most likely to diagnose the glitches at the control panel.

      “Screw this,” Jeremy said, lightly squeezing my arm. “I’m out of here.”

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Jeremy rocked on his heels before walking away. He wanted me to go with him.

      Over the years, we’d talked about what our lives would be like without our allowing the government to control us. But as my pairing had begun looming on the calendar, I’d started to keep my thoughts to myself. Any talk of pairings began an intense discussion between us, but I wasn’t up for it most of the time. Dad’s face flashed in my vision. He was the only family I had. I couldn’t let him down.

      I cringed, thinking of a few years ago when I’d let it slip to Dad that I didn’t like how the kiosks policed my appearance and behavior. His stricken expression at my words forced me to swallow them. I hadn’t been thinking. Mom had always talked that way, and I supposed I’d figured I could, as well, once I started going to the kiosks. I never shared my feelings about the government again after that, though. At least not to him.

      My brave face was the only thing keeping the glue together in our family, and I was never going to be the reason for him looking like that ever again.

      I took my place in line, pressing myself against the brick wall. Every few minutes, someone would leave the kiosk and we’d move a foot or so forward. I recognized a few others from my class who exited eagerly after receiving their mods. The newest updates were all the others talked about at school, leaving Jeremy and me at the outskirts of those conversations.

      The government controlled our lives, but they couldn’t stop the rebellion in my heart. That was the one thing that kept Mom at the front of my mind. As much as it had been selfish of her to leave us with only a note, I understood her. It wasn’t right to force everyone, especially teens, to submit to the latest trends to get ahead in life.

      Even if it was the only way for our species to survive.

      It took another fifteen minutes before the cold air rushing from the dome peppered my skin. I wrung my sweaty palms together as I stepped on the metal weighing panel on the floor. It was only there to take our vitals, but the moment signified the last time I would have to submit to the routine. I held my breath, too, thinking that might help, though all that mattered to the technology was what was inside of me.

      A thought struck me, and I stood straighter as I stepped off the panel. Was my pairing in this line, too?

      The mystery around the process stirred a mix of excitement and fear in me. There were two people in front of me. I glanced at the only boy in line. Since there were usually several kiosks available, I rarely paid much attention to those inside the dome as I wanted to get in and out as soon as possible. He was of pairing age. He had dark skin and was attractive with sharp, high cheekbones. My future could be standing a few feet away from me.

      As much as I didn’t agree with the system of receiving the injections to change my physical appearance or boosting parts of my personality to raise my immunity score, getting paired was better than not. If it happened, I’d be an accepted part of our society. I couldn’t imagine coming to the kiosks for all these years and then getting rejected because of my immunity level. Dad would be disappointed that I hadn’t tried harder. I’d have failed him just like Mom had.

      I shivered, and it wasn’t all because of Dad. The kiosks were always freezing inside.

      The boy took forever at the kiosk, flipping through more of the entertainment levels of the mods. Television shows, digital superstars, and gamers were the top viewed, at least among those in my grade. I ingested the minimal amount of those types into my algorithm, both to boost my mood and my score. I leaned toward digital books versus the trendy makeup, clothing, and other products which most girls preferred.

      When the boy finally left, the screen went blank.

      The girl directly in front of me looked to be about fifteen. She bolted toward the docking station and clicked on the screen as she pressed the earbuds into her ears.

      A brightly colored advertisement with a pretty girl turning in a slow circle with multiple colors of shadow on her eyelids appeared in front of her. The girl on the screen laughed with her “friends” and a number flashed on the screen to show how big of a boost getting this product would give someone.

      Her finger darted out and pressed the screen to add the mod to her injection. Then, her information screen appeared. I turned away since her scores weren’t my business. The kiosks had barriers on either side of them to give a semblance of privacy. But since I was the only other person in the room, it was hard not to focus on what happened in front of me. I glanced over my shoulder and realized I was the only other person in the kiosk. The line across the street was gone, too. I bet their kiosks weren’t down. Time had passed quickly, and all I wanted to do was get this over with.

      A chill rolled down my arms. I wished Jeremy had stayed, even if he didn’t want to test himself. I scanned the area for others. The only other people were outside passing by the station without a second look. No one hung around the kiosks unless they were waiting for their biomods. It was usually a quick errand, yet I dreaded each second inside.

      Once the ImmunoAlgorithms screen flashed away, the list of applicable biomods appeared. As the girl checked the ones she wanted, a few of them grayed out. We were only allowed up to three mods a day. The girl barely flinched as she accepted her injection.

      I almost wished I would have chosen my three per day regularly. Usually, I picked one. If I had worked harder in my past to boost myself with mods, maybe I wouldn’t feel so nervous about my score now. It seemed like the more entertainment value the mods had, the higher the score.

      Dread pooled in my stomach. Was there enough time for me to boost my final score for the test tomorrow? I could push past what Jeremy might think and take the maximum suggestions, at least, as the girl had just done.

      When she finished, she practically skipped toward the curb. I hoped, in the time she’d taken at the station, at least one other person would have come inside the dome, so I wasn’t completely alone.

      No such luck.

      The kiosk screen went blank again. A light within the earbuds illuminated red, waiting for me to take them. I submitted the cold and sterile pieces into my ears, and the world around me fell away as all sound disappeared from my surroundings. I expected music to come through, enticing me to smile, and boost my score.

      Please get a good score. My fingernails pressed through the hem of my shirt and into my palm.

      The screen went white. I waited for the levels to display before a final score showed up. A line blinked on the screen twice, but otherwise, it remained blank. Was this one broken, too? I glanced outside to see if the technician would come in to check what was happening.

      I turned to the station again as an oozing red and black liquid poured out of the screen. I drew back as far as the earbuds would allow me. It looked like ink dripping downward. I reached out to touch it until my finger smashed against the glass. It wasn’t real. Could have fooled me. The ink started to move across the screen as if there was no gravity in the area.

      The ink blended into letters. I found myself moving toward the words, trying to read them. Within seconds, the message was clear.

      
        
        Be Yourself. Down With Mods

      

      

      A breath caught in my throat as I stared at the words. They pulsed two times before glowing brightly. Then, the screen went black, replaced with a dialogue box holding the simple text of the machine.

      Unauthorized access detected. System locked. Security has been summoned. Remain in place for an interview.

      I pulled the earbuds out and backed away from the station. All I’d done was come into the kiosk as requested, yet I was in trouble for this message? Down with mods? It was against everything we were taught! We were supposed to get mods to save humanity from a resurgence of Zero. Who would have put such a thing on a kiosk screen?

      The security teams weren’t people to mess with, though. They wore brutalist uniforms with cold masks of indifference on their faces. And, knowing that, the term interview made my blood run cold. Any time security took a kid, he or she disappeared from school for weeks or months at a time and returned changed.

      If they came back at all.

      No way could I go with them. My scores hadn’t shown up on the screen, so I bet they hadn’t even had a chance to identify me before the machine glitched.

      Without another glance at the screen, I fled from the kiosk without looking back.
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      The entire night, I couldn’t get the cold, expressionless faces of the security guards out of my head. They were in my dreams, holding their stun guns in my direction and getting ready to fire. I tossed and turned in bed, trying to stay quiet enough not to wake up Dad.

      I woke much earlier than I’d planned, fully expecting the security teams to plow down my front door and haul me away.

      Much to my surprise, my morning routine wasn’t interrupted, but that didn’t keep me from looking over my shoulder every few seconds as I walked down the streets of the Level Three district toward the train.

      It would make quite a scene if they apprehended me at my interview before the pairing ceremony. I could see myself serving as a lesson for those wanting to go against the government. Would they even hear me out, or would I be another girl who disappeared and potentially came back changed?

      The Level One district of VaxWell was in the center of New Manhattan. My level wasn’t as compact, and there were more houses than skyscrapers. I couldn’t imagine living in Level One, but it afforded the best life anyone could have. Only those with the best immunity scores lived there, which in turn offered the highest paying jobs and a life of luxury. One which I would never see.

      When I arrived at the District Affairs Building, a weight pressed on my shoulders like an invisible force pushing me closer to the concrete sidewalk. My inner voice told me I didn’t belong there with the thoughts I had swirling in my head.

      A light breeze gathered the long blue skirt around my legs.

      On the steps leading into the building, flashes of color appeared around me. The starkest differences between the teens were the white clothes those from Level One wore. The navy and darker tones of the lower immunity levels faded into the background as swirls of bright color cut through white cloth, creating beacons of light in the crowd. The Level One kids always stood out with their gorgeous clothing. I also wondered if the flowing dresses of the girls were as soft as they looked. Those who took advantage of the biomods looked perfect against the rest. Their makeup was flawless, appearing like those girls in the advertisements. It was an achievement I’d never wanted before but seeing it on others made my insides twist.

      You should have tried harder.

      My nicest outfit was the one I wore—a navy skirt and a long-sleeved shirt. It was stiff with disuse, but all morning I’d tugged at the fabric to give it a little more bounce.

      The glass-encased building reached toward the sky, serving as an important monument in our society. And I was determined to be a compliant member of that society, whether I liked it or not.

      The lobby was clean, and the heels of my shoes clicked across the shiny surface. Then three security men walked around the corner, and I froze in my spot. This was it. They were going to take me away. My ragged breathing thundered in my ears as they neared.

      As they approached, I couldn't tell if they were looking at me, but they walked past as quickly as they had come.

      A sigh escaped through the tiny gap between my lips. They were stuck together as if I’d smeared them with glue. My heart pounded against my ribs, too. I needed to calm down before the interview, and freaking out over every member of security personnel in a government building wasn’t going to help.

      When I finally figured out how to peel myself away from my spot, I saw the signs pointing me toward my destination and headed that way.

      Inside the ballroom, it was as if the world had turned off all its color and illuminated every inch of the room in shades of gray. The moment I walked inside my skin erupted in goosebumps. The cool temperature resembled that of the Kiosks, too, which made my flight instinct flare up.

      But I couldn’t ignore the grandeur of the room. Other teens wandered around the space dressed in their most elegant clothes. Even those from the lower districts with their black outfits stuck out. We were all here to interview for the pairing process to ensure the best matches possible. There was always a chance that a teen from a lower level could boost themselves with biomods to propel them up to a higher one, but it was a rarity. I just wanted to get a pairing; I didn’t care much where I ended up as long as it wasn’t a step down from where I was. Plus, Dad would never forgive me if I didn’t try my hardest.

      My chin lifted by instinct, wanting everyone to know I belonged there. A sense of rightness surged within me. Even though I’d never received my score yesterday, I was going to get paired. I wasn’t sure what my life would look like without it. My dad deserved the perfect daughter, and I didn’t want to disappoint him.

      I walked across the gray, nubby rug toward the circular tables filling the room. Each adorned with tablecloths, gleaming place settings, and gray upholstered chairs which looked more comfortable than any furniture in my house. There were at least a dozen tables with six chairs surrounding them. Eligible teens from all levels attended the interviews. I scanned the area for Jeremy, but I knew he wasn’t coming. I wished he would have tried harder.

      A tablet sat propped up in front of each place setting. A black peony—the symbol of Virus Zero—spun in the center of the screen savers. I wasn’t sure where to sit, so I approached the first table I saw. The screen in front of me lit up, and a name replaced the peony. A name that wasn’t mine.

      Others in the room started sitting in their chairs after finding their assigned positions.

      I wandered around the space, finding a few familiar faces from school, but the tablets next to them didn’t display my name. I finally found my table on the other side of the room, closest to a set of doors leading into the hallway.

      A girl and guy sat next to each other on the other side of my table. I smiled at them; the girl’s gaze was so far away that she didn’t notice, but the boy offered a slight smile. At least I wasn’t the only nervous one in the room. For some reason, that calmed me.

      The tablet screen moved off my name and into a schedule of the day. First would be a presentation of government officials during lunch, and then a block of time for the interviews. My number flashed on the screen, making me sit up straighter. The number twelve blinked in front of me. At least I wouldn’t have to wait too long. No one had prepared us for the interviews, so I wasn’t sure how long they’d be.

      Five minutes before the start of the presentation, an influx of teens entered the room—encouraged by the staff to take their seats. My table filled up quickly. Two blonde girls, dressed in white and much fancier clothes than I could ever afford, sat on either side of me. They talked to each other about how nervous they were, and because I was between them, they roped me into the conversation.

      “Your hair is gorgeous,” said Emily after introducing herself. Her white dress reached high on her neck, with slashes of purple thread creating an intricate design on the bodice. She lifted a chunk of my hair from my shoulder, smoothing her fingers along it. “I would die for that color. It’s a mod, right?”

      “No,” I said, wishing she wouldn’t touch my hair.

      “Wow, you have great genes,” Natalie said. Her dress was floor-length and long-sleeved. It remained wholly white and fit her body like a glove. Glittery gold eye shadow reflected the overhead chandelier light.

      Our screens flashed in front of us. The two girls let out little squeals, and I sat up straighter to make sure I looked as excited to be there as the girls next to me.

      A plate filled with greens appeared in front of each of us as the black peony returned to the screen. I waited until everyone at my table received their meals before lifting my fork from the table. It was heavy in my hand as a weight settled over me.

      Holographic images flickered across the room so that no one would miss the introduction. Everyone watched them. The presentation showed several government officials with big smiles on their faces telling us how vital the pairings were to our society. We already knew all of this. I supposed it was one last push for anyone nervous.

      They went over the process and informed us that we were all getting the names of our pairings tomorrow. My pulse spiked, doubt niggling in the back of my mind. What if I did all of this and still wasn’t matched. What then?

      “Are you going to eat that?” Emily asked.

      I stared at my uneaten food. “Yes.” Lifting my fork, I pierced the greens and brought them to my mouth. We didn’t get food like this very often due to the rationing. I wouldn’t allow a morsel to go to waste, no matter how my nerves affected my stomach.

      Once the presentation was over, the main course of chicken over a bed of spinach with a cream-colored sauce drizzled on top appeared in front of us. The tables remained mostly quiet as everyone ate. I couldn’t get enough of the rich flavoring of the sauce. I dragged my food through every drop of it until the plate was practically clean.

      After the staff cleared our plates, I sat back in my chair feeling fuller than I ever remembered.

      An impeccably dressed woman walked across the main stage toward a microphone. I sat still in my chair as if that would make a difference. Emily and Natalie shared a look between them.

      “Numbers one through five, please approach the side doors for your interviews,” she said.

      Five teens stood up from several tables around the room and marched toward the designated doors behind us.

      I released a sigh, reminding myself I needed to breathe.

      “My sister did the interview last year,” Emily said with a glint in her eyes. “She said it was hard.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Well,” she said, leaning closer as if giving the juiciest gossip. “They don’t tell you if you got the answers right or not. You talk, and then—” she snapped her fingers, “it’s over.”

      “We’re not going to know anything today?” I asked.

      “Nope,” Emily said, popping her lips. “Oh, and her best friend failed the interview and now lives out in New California. We haven’t heard from her since.”

      I reached for my water, gulping down a mouthful. The outskirts of our settlement, New California, was bad news.

      “She was low immunity anyway,” Emily said in a low voice.

      I cringed at the insult. What if I failed and the others spoke of me that way? New California was for those who didn’t comply. Even if the government didn’t pair me, I wasn’t going there. I would put my head down and work just like my dad.

      Natalie wrinkled her nose.

      “Good riddance,” said Emily. “We don’t need those types associated with our family.”

      “Totally,” Natalie replied.

      Emily and Natalie turned their attention to the others in the room. They played a game of guessing who they would get paired with. The boy across the table avoided their eyes for most of it. He wore clothing like mine, so they didn’t even consider him.

      After almost an hour, they called the next group. Emily and Natalie stood from their seats.

      “Good luck,” Emily told me.

      “Y-You, too,” I stammered.

      The excitement from before turned to an awkward silence throughout the room. There was no way to prepare for the interview beforehand, and the words from my companions didn’t help my nerves. Most of the teens gave darting glances around the space, showing that I wasn’t the only nervous one in the room. I had done everything I could when it came to my score. Now, I had to impress them with my personality. It seemed easy enough.

      When they finally called my number, I launched out of my seat and smoothed my shirt down. I shoved my hair over my shoulders, wondering if I should have pulled the strands back. Nervously, I touched the outside of my pocket, tracing the outline of bobby pins. With the visions about security breaking down my door to arrest me, I hadn’t thought much about how I looked that morning. Nothing to do about it now. I tucked the strands behind my ears, hoping they would stay that way.

      A few people gasped then, and I stopped in my tracks a few feet from the door leading to the interviews. I checked my shirt to make sure I hadn’t spilled anything. When I turned to the next table, though, their eyes were on the screen above the stage. The holographic image on the stage flickered, turning to the words which were too familiar to me.

      
        
        BE YOURSELF.

      

      

      Soon enough, the entire room reacted. Some teens pointed, alerting their friends, and others clapped hands over their mouths. The administrators rushed to the stage, standing in front of the message. Still, it sprawled over their bodies as they spoke into earpieces, trying to shut it down.

      The door in front of me opened. I expected a government official to be there to whisk me away to my interview, but instead, only a few feet away from me, a boy stood there. His jaw was set in a hard line as he stared at the stage. He lifted his shirt, exposing his chest. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. Somehow, he had a biomod tattoo across his body that read: DOWN WITH MODS.

      “Down with VaxWell!” he shouted.

      Screams and gasps filled the room as the administrator’s mouths fell open.

      “Be yourself and be free!” he called out, raising his fist into the air. He launched an object from his hand, and I ducked as it sailed over my head.

      The eco-grenade exploded against the wall next to me. I let out a scream, expecting the worst. Instead of blowing up the room, though, it sent a growing and bubbling fungus crawling across the wall.

      The message, BE YOURSELF, formed in even bigger letters than the holographic image.

      And then the boy locked eyes with me and started toward me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Fear locked me in place as the boy unhooked another eco-grenade from the belt at his waist. Would this one contain another message, or something more dangerous?

      A force shoved me forward, and my knees buckled. Two security guards stood between the boy and me before they pushed him to the floor. He writhed under the guard, but the other pointed his stun gun toward him. They shouted instructions for him not to struggle. The eco-grenade tumbled out of his hands and stopped at my foot. I stared at it as if it were about to cover me with that same fungus which had spread up the wall.

      One guard bound the boy’s hands behind his back while the other pulled his shirt over the message on his chest. My heart went out to the kid. He would end up another changed person, or even worse. They launched him to his feet, and his chin dipped to his chest as they dragged him from the room. Even after the click of the doors closing behind them, the entire room remained silent for a few seconds.

      A voice filled the room then, making me jump. “Everyone, please return to your seats.”

      I stumbled over heavy feet toward my chair and plopped down. I took big breaths, trying to calm my racing heart.

      A swarm of security entered the room and stood in front of the projection, tapping on their tablets to try and figure out what had happened.

      For a while, everyone in the room watched security scan the room for clues. A tall man dressed in a white suit walked over to the table next to mine. His gray hair was impeccably coiffed, and it had a streak of blue weaving through the strands. Several others in white suits also moved through the group, stopping at various tables.

      The gray and blue-haired man came to me next.

      “Lora Flannigan,” he said.

      I sat up straighter. “That’s me.”

      “My name is Cassidy. Are you all right?”

      “I’m f-fine,” I stammered.

      He pressed his lips together in a sympathetic smile. “I’m your interviewer today. Unfortunately, there is a delay due to this nonsense. I wanted to ask for you to remain here until told otherwise. Please let anyone know if you need anything. I will see you in a little while.”

      I couldn’t help the droop in my shoulders as he walked away toward the next table.

      After the interviewers left, we were asked to relocate from the ballroom. A group of administrators shuffled us off to another space, this one much smaller. The staff brought chairs into the room, and we waited for more than three hours there without anyone telling us what had happened or what we should do. Hushed speculation moved through the group, but I kept my mouth shut. I tried to remain positive in case an administrator walked into the room at any moment.

      Eventually, the once comfortable seat became stiff underneath me. I didn’t dare stand up. Since I’d almost gotten involved with the escape of that rebel boy, I wasn’t about to bring any more attention to myself.

      And yet, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t dared to help him out. The plan had been foolproof. I could have stood in the way of security, and they might not have captured him. Sure, they would have chased after him, but he would have had a chance. I shivered at the thought of what they were going to do to him now. That boy had more courage in his arm than I had in my entire body. My fear of not conforming dictated my life, it seemed, and I wasn’t sure I liked that about myself. I had strong convictions, but not strong enough.

      The door opened, and everyone turned to the man standing there. Cassidy’s gaze raked over the other teens before they landed on me. He lifted his chin in greeting and floated in my direction.

      A few of the Level One teens groaned and continued with their conversations. No doubt, with their status of immunity, all of this was a formality for them. But they had to stick around, too.

      Cassidy offered a shaky smile. “Lora, sorry for the wait.”

      I shook my head as if it was nothing. If he wasn’t taking me to my interview, though, I wasn’t sure how much longer I would last.

      He leaned close. “I wanted to let you know that you’re free to go. If you want.”

      “What about my interview?” I asked as my stomach plummeted. Would they bother with an interview if my score was low? How was this possible? Was the glitch from yesterday finally catching up with me?

      “We’ve already determined your pairing,” he said. “The interview is a formality I’d be happy to forgo.”

      I narrowed my eyes, searching his for any hint of a lie. If anything, exhaustion filled the slight bags under his eyes. There was probably a biomod for that.

      A few of the other teens glanced at me from the corners of their eyes. Was this a trick? Did they somehow know about the dangerous thoughts swirling in my mind about the rebel boy?

      But he’d said they’d already paired me. As much as I worried about the consequences, Cassidy wouldn’t have said that to me if it wasn’t true. Right? I’d never heard of them waiving the interview for anyone, though.

      “I’ll need an answer,” he said.

      “Do I just leave?” I asked.

      “That’s the idea,” he said.

      I debated on questioning him even more, maybe for the name of my pairing. But he seemed as anxious as me to get this over with and I didn’t want to bother him. If he had a reason to give me a lousy mark after giving me a pass, maybe he’d take back my pairing.

      But he seemed as exhausted as me, so maybe he just wanted one less interview to finish before going home.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Good.” He turned on his heel and left the room as quickly as he’d entered.

      For fear of him coming back and changing his mind, I put my head down and scurried from the room without making eye contact with anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, my fear of security coming to my house and taking me lessened. I didn’t tell Dad much about the interview. The news talked about an incident with the rebel boy, but I didn’t let on that I’d been so close to him. When he asked about my day, all I said was that my interview went well and that I hoped for the best. If I didn’t receive my pairing that day at school, Dad would be so disappointed.

      With my acceptance to a specialty school already in place, though, there wasn’t much pressure at school in the final days. Mostly, the talk was about pairings and where everyone would end up in the future. All morning, I could barely pay attention in class since the assembly would be right before lunch in the school auditorium.

      Jeremy didn’t ask me how the interview had gone, and I didn’t offer much information. From the cautious glances coming my way, I guessed he felt the divide between us. He knew my thoughts on the system, but leading up to the interview and pairings, I hadn’t told him every thought swirling in my mind about it. I had to comply with Dad and the government’s wishes, and it was that simple. Pairings would help keep the population healthy and immune to Zero. I almost wished I hadn’t spoken so badly about them in the past. We all had a part to play in society, and I wanted all the benefits while making Dad proud of his little girl.

      “The moment of truth,” Jeremy said, cracking a smile as we filed into the auditorium.

      Relief swelled through me as I bumped his arm. I glanced at the school administrators. They weren’t keen on any physical contact between the students, as we were to remain true to our pairings. But I had to show Jeremy that I appreciated him. We would still be friends, no matter where our lives took us. We’d been there for each other for so long, no amount of distance or status could change that.

      When we had to separate from each other into our assigned seats, Jeremy offered a tight smile and walked down the aisle toward the right side of the room. He had no reason to be nervous. I veered off toward the left, drawing in a steadying breath.

      Other than chairs and a glossy stage at the front of the room, there was no other furniture in the auditorium. The walls were gray with long, thin windows allowing light to pass through from the outside.

      I sat in the second row. In the same seat I’d had since I’d started school. It was a bittersweet moment, limited by the magnitude of the pairing ceremony.

      Once we were all seated, our principal Mrs. Belfast approached the front of the stage. She was a tall, lithe woman in her fifties, wearing a white pantsuit with blue thread and a broad, gleaming smile across her face. Since it was only the senior class in attendance, she didn’t need the full sound system. Her voice carried through the room as crisp and bright as a winter morning.

      “This is an inspiring day,” she said to us, locking eyes with the few in the front rows. “I’m not going to waste much time because you all must be thrilled to hear about your pairings.”

      In the seat next to me, Kira Frederick sat up straighter.

      My heart hummed in my chest as I tried to keep my breathing steady. There was nothing else for me to do. My scores were already submitted, and Cassidy had waived my interview. Though, at that moment, I wondered what would have happened if I’d pushed for the interview regardless. Would I have wowed them even more for a good pairing? What if they’d eventually paired us based on who didn’t complete an interview?

      My pulse spiked and sweat dampened my palms. The excuses I’d had about not giving the interview no longer seemed valid. I should have gone with my instinct and pushed to do it, though there was nothing I could do about it now. The pairings were already set.

      Mrs. Belfast announced our pairings, starting with the boy’s side.

      Most of the group was paired together before she got to my name. Squeals of excitement and high-fives from the boys were shushed numerous times. Mrs. Belfast wasn’t too strict about keeping our reactions down. We were all supposed to be happy with our pairings. As the list of boys dwindled, the list in my head did, as well.

      Too quickly, before I knew it was time, she called my name.

      “Lora Flannigan and Jarid Rothkind,” Mrs. Belfast said.

      I didn’t recognize the name.

      “A Level One pairing.” I didn’t miss the curve of her lips as Mrs. Belfast tucked the tablet against her and clapped. As we did for everyone else, applause filled the room.

      No wonder I didn’t recognize the name. The Level One kids attended elite schools in their district. Their assembly took place at the same time as ours, and I wondered if this Jarid guy already knew.

      Mrs. Belfast waved me up to the stage, and I peeled myself from the chair. My numb legs moved on their own up the few stairs to accept the certificate. We didn’t use paper for much anymore, and none of the others had come up to the stage since their pairings were in the room. Once again, I was being singled out. I glanced at the thick piece of paper to be sure she hadn’t called the wrong person.

      This wasn’t the wrong pairing. Jarid’s name was next to mine.

      “Congratulations,” Mrs. Belfast said, her smile widening even more.

      Neither of us expected such a good pairing for me. In a matter of seconds, my status had changed to a level I’d never imagined for myself. Dad would be proud, though a snaking sensation of regret filled me. I wasn’t sure if I could fill the role of a Level One, but I had no other choice.

      I shoved my shoulders back and held my chin high as I crossed the stage. Passing the boy’s side of the room as I returned to my seat, I locked eyes with Jeremy. A frown crossed his face, and my heart went out to him. He wasn’t the only one in the room without a pairing, but as his eyes moved away from mine, I sensed there was something more in his expression. He didn’t care about the pairings, but we were best friends. I was moving upward in society to a new level while he stayed in the place where we had grown up together. Without me.
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      For the rest of the day, Jeremy and I didn’t mention the assembly. Even though the halls were abuzz with the pairings, he only offered a quick congratulations to me. I wasn’t looking for it, but I wasn’t sure what to say to him, either. A few girls approached me before and after classes. Jeremy and I had always been on the outskirts of those our age, but it seemed like I was the most successful pairing of our school this year, given my level upgrade.

      It was hard to ignore the curl in Jeremy’s lip every time someone asked me about Jarid, and I didn’t want to push my friend to talk about it, so we danced around the subject until the final bell rang. His normally happy goodbye didn’t quite have the same energy as we parted outside.

      Once I was alone with my thoughts, a sinking sensation tugged at my stomach. Although, I couldn’t let Jeremy’s sadness stop me from moving on with my life. I smiled when I thought of Dad and how proud he’d be. Today was indeed a special occasion, and I decided I wanted to make a celebratory meal for us.

      The supermarket wasn’t far from the school or my house, so I walked there instead of taking public transportation. We already had the staples in our cabinets, but I wanted to make spaghetti with homemade sauce—Dad’s favorite. After the meal at the ballroom yesterday, I had a taste for fresh vegetables instead of canned. Fruits and vegetables were rare and expensive, but I was sure Dad wouldn’t mind the expense as a celebration.

      The market was inside a brick building downtown. I grabbed my ID from my pocket ahead of time, anxious to get home and start on the sauce as soon as possible before Dad came back from work. It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if he knew about it before eating. Also, he wouldn’t be too happy right away that I’d spent money on tomatoes. He was content with the canned stuff, but we deserved something more for a change.

      As I scanned my ID at the door, I considered the more part of my pairing. I was going to be a Level One citizen. Those people had always been out of our reach. They carried themselves around the downtown areas as if they were better than everyone else. I only hoped Jarid wasn’t like that. I couldn’t imagine pairing with someone who I couldn’t be happy with. No matter what level I was, I wanted to be me.

      As I wandered the store with my basket, I wondered about his family, too. Would they be happy to accept someone from a lower level into their family, or would they try to fight the pairing? I wasn’t even sure that was possible. The immunity was all that mattered to our survival.

      Large, framed photographs of fresh fruits and vegetables covered the walls of the market. Rows of vegetation grew on the farms depicted in the pictures. It was almost a tease since no one below Level One status could afford them every day. The earthquakes which released Virus Zero had destroyed the beautiful farmlands where we used to source crops for the entire country, though, so there just wasn’t enough to go around anymore.

      I wondered, would we have fresh vegetables every time Jarid and I shared a meal? Were their typical meals as lavish as the one in the ballroom? I nearly shivered with anticipation.

      The fruits and vegetables were separated by type in bins against one edge of the store. Security stood at the entrance of the section. Usually, I shopped on the other side of the store with the non-perishable items. But I had the money, and I was going to take what I needed for this special dinner with Dad.

      I stood in front of the tomato bin. Signs depicting the ration numbers were in bold letters. The government tracked purchases through our IDs, but people occasionally tried to take more—hence the security. The unfortunate circumstances made my hands tremble as I reached for the tomatoes. The ration for fruits and vegetables was four per family, once a week. I’d be using all of the ration for the meal, and I hoped I could make it last.

      I picked four of the biggest and reddest tomatoes I could find, placing them in my basket. With each one, I felt the stares of people around me closing in. When I looked up, though, no one was staring. My insecurities about feeling out of place were the shadows crowding me. How would I ever survive becoming a part of a Level One family?

      I held onto Dad’s face in my mind while visions of Mom weaved their way through. She’d have been proud of me, no matter what. I could do this with her as my guardian.

      With a renewed sense of confidence, I approached the counter where a young man scanned my ID. He didn’t seem aware of the change within me, but I strode out of there prepared to surprise Dad with the best news he could ever want for us.
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        * * *

      

      When I got home, I dropped the groceries on the kitchen table before heading into my bedroom to put away my backpack. The two-bedroom house wasn’t much, but it was everything Dad and I needed. There were minimal decorations, which meant no clutter, and the wood floors ached in their weak spots as I came back through the living room. I paused in front of the mantel. A set of wood sparrows stared at me with their blank eyes. Anyone else would have passed them without a second look, but I trailed my finger over the head of one of them, remembering how much Mom had loved sparrows. Behind me, the quilt she’d made when I was a baby sat on the back of the loveseat. Sparrows in mid-flight peppered the fabric, always bringing about a surge of emotion when I wrapped it around me.

      I did it, Mom.

      I took another moment to collect myself before heading into the kitchen to start dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Dad sauntered into the house about an hour later as I was straining the pasta from the water. The heat from the steam rushed over my hands and face.

      I couldn’t help the excitement in my voice as I greeted him, “Hey, Dad!”

      “Hey, honey,” he said, groaning as he sat in his chair. There were three at the table, but neither of us ever sat in Mom’s. He leaned over—another groan—to unlace his boots. Dad worked as a plumber and had several small contracts with locals and a few buildings downtown. He was always exhausted by the end of the day. At least today he could enjoy a fresh meal. “That smells great.”

      “Homemade tomato sauce and spaghetti.”

      His hands paused on his laces.

      “I know what you’re going to say,” I said, wanting to catch him before he worried too much.

      He sat up straighter. “You do?”

      “You’re going to say I was frivolous with our money.”

      “We don’t need fresh things,” he said.

      “I wanted to celebrate my pairing,” I said, grinning from ear to ear. I plated the spaghetti and poured the sauce over the top. It smelled divine. I didn’t need to tell Dad that I’d used Mom’s recipe. I couldn’t remember if she’d ever made the dish for me, but I liked to imagine she had.

      “Thank you,” he said after I put the plate in front of him.

      “Don’t you want to know about my pairing?” I asked him. This was what he wanted for me—I’d thought. But from him avoiding my eyes, it appeared as if he wanted nothing to do with it. “Did you have a rough day at work?” I asked next.

      Dad chose to answer my second question instead. “It’s getting tougher for me to keep up with demand. I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Can’t you collaborate with another tradesman?” I asked him before shoveling a forkful of spaghetti into my mouth. The rich taste made me pause and savor the flavor, and I immediately twirled more onto my fork.

      Dad leaned to his side and pulled a letter out from his pocket. “I wanted to show you something.”

      “What is that?”

      He unfolded it to reveal an official letter with the VaxWell seal at the top. Dad swiped his thick hand over his mouth. His fingers were frozen in a claw-like fashion due to his work, and they always reminded me of his strength in keeping our family together, even through tragedy.

      Dad pushed the letter over to me, and I read it while I ate. He absently twirled a piece of spaghetti around his fork but didn’t bring it to his mouth.

      My eyebrows furrowed as I reread the letter. “This says children of single parents may choose to forgo the pairing to help at home.”

      “You said it yourself that I need help.”

      “Not from me,” I said, dropping my fork into the bowl. “The pairing was all we talked about for my future. I got paired with a Level One, Dad!”

      He shrugged as if that meant nothing, but it meant everything. At least, I thought so. I’d never dreamed of leveling up so high, and now I was curious and wanted to pair with Jarid. With that status, we wouldn’t have to worry about anything. At least, that was what I thought. I could take care of Dad—that’s what I’d been thinking all day. Now, though, reality crushed me like a boulder.

      I couldn’t believe him. Heat prickled the hairs on the back of my neck. He’d never expressed these worries before. Why now?

      “Where did this rule come from anyway?” I asked.

      Dad flipped over the paper to reveal a copy of the relevant section in VaxWell’s corporate law. “I overheard a customer of mine talking about it a while ago. I did my own research.”

      I knew the law, though. We’d memorized the fundamental laws of our world in government classes. How had I never known about this one? It seemed strange that he would bring it out on the day of my pairing. How long had he been planning this?

      “When did you find this?”

      “Just this week,” he said. “I wanted to wait for the pairing to show you. It’s probably something they kept concealed. A rule from an older, kinder era.”

      He said kinder as if he wasn’t the one who pushed me to follow all the rules of this era.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not staying home.”

      “Honey, let’s talk about this—”

      “How can you expect me to walk away from my pairing?” I interrupted him. “Everything I’ve done for four years was for this! All those stupid songs, those stupid tests, this makeup, this hair, these clothes! It’s finally paid off, and now you want me to give it up?”

      Dad stared at his plate of now-cool spaghetti. He said nothing, even after all of that. How could he expect me to stay home after my pairing had been announced? After he had pushed for all of this?

      “Did you expect me to give up on my degree, too? I can’t do both, Dad.”

      “I would never let my work interfere with your schooling.”

      “Just the pairing?” Countless lectures about the pairing system rolled over in my mind. It was as if he had expected me to put in the work for no reason at all.

      He didn’t defend himself. Instead, he reached for my hand and covered it with his.

      This argument and his touch made my skin crawl. I whipped my hand away and stood from the table, the legs of my chair scraping across the wood floor. “I’m not your puppet,” I told him. “I won’t give up my life for what you need me to be.”

      “Honey…” he began.

      “What?” I snapped, wanting him to say something that mattered.

      “I need your help,” he said. “I suppose I was wrong about pushing you. Lately, it’s become much harder. This—” he touched the letter, “was supposed to be our chance to stay together.”

      I loved my father so much, but I couldn’t believe his words. A better life stood before me, yet he wanted to force me to stay home. But at eighteen, I was legally an adult in the eyes of the government. I didn’t have to listen to Dad anymore about my life choices, but I wanted him to support me.

      “Will you think about it?” he asked as if he hadn’t even heard my side of the story.

      “I’m going, Dad, with your blessing or not.” I turned away from him and sprinted to my room, slamming the door behind me.

      Tears streamed down my face as I went to my only comfort. Mom. I grabbed the one decoration in my room, a framed photograph of her. Other than that, the rest of the space was like my life—empty and dull.

      I waited for Dad to knock on my door, but it was a fool’s thought. If he wasn’t going to talk to me when I was right in front of him, he wasn’t going to pursue it now.

      Mom stared at me through the picture. I wondered what she would think of my pairing. She’d always been against the government rules hovering above us. Maybe she would have wanted me to help Dad with his business. With both of them at home, I could have lived out my life happy and fulfilled. But without her, there wasn’t much holding us together anymore. Dad’s body fell apart while I worked hard to make our lives a little easier.

      Briefly, I considered staying home, but my gut pulled me in a different direction.

      I traced a finger over Mom’s face. This was the only picture I had of her. She comforted me every night before bed and each morning when I woke.

      In my secret place under my mattress, I kept the only correspondence from her. Dad had no idea I’d kept her suicide note, of course. It was a little morbid, yeah, but it was the only thing other than the photograph that I had of her. I reached for it, pulling out Mom’s letter before flinging myself onto the bed.

      The VaxWell logo was on the top of the plain white sheet. From the oils of my hands, the paper had colored over the years. My fingers moved over the ripped bottom half of the note, which only left the start of the letter for me to have now.

      Lora, John,

      I can’t go on like this anymore. This world they’ve built for us is too brutal, too full of lies. We can’t be who we’re supposed to be. We can’t do anything right or true. I feel like I’m burning up inside, every single day. I’m so sorry to leave you, but

      At that was it. There, the letter cut off. I always hated how it left the message unresolved, allowing a child’s mind to wonder about possibilities.

      After I’d found the first half years ago, I’d sneaked around searching the house from top to bottom for weeks to find the second part. I always imagined that, if I could see the other half, I’d learn why she’d chosen to leave us. Sometimes I believed that it wasn’t a suicide. If I knew her full thoughts, maybe it would explain that she’d left us instead. But Dad insisted she’d killed herself. And if Mom had left, she still wasn’t a part of our lives. It was the same either way.

      As a child, though, I’d dreamed of finding her on the streets, alive and well. I’d always woken up with dread settled in my heart. Dreams like that didn’t come true.

      However, Dad was real and here with me. Maybe it was the loyal and right thing to stay with him. After all, he was the only other person in my actual family.

      I folded the note and held it against my chest. It rose and fell with my breathing. The decision was as murky as a foggy day.

      My choices were to stay home and help Dad with the business on top of my degree, or go to school and create a new and possibly exciting life with Jarid at a higher status. Leaving Dad would only isolate him further with the only other member of his family leaving him alone in this house. As he worked so much, he didn’t have any other relationships with anyone.

      I didn’t like either choice. Now more than ever, I felt staying at home with Dad would lead to me feeling just like Mom—burning up inside. I didn’t want to fester in my anger over feeling like I could never make him happy no matter what I did. I had spent four years trying to become someone I wasn’t, only for him to say he wanted me to be something else instead.

      Because of that, I didn’t trust him anymore. I couldn’t wait for him to do the same thing again.

      As much as I didn’t like the pairing system, it was the better option over staying home and always wondering what could have happened with my life. At least with the status change, I’d be able to do good by him. There were more possibilities for both of us if I went along with the pairing.

      My phone buzzed from my bag, and I wiped the tears from my cheeks before walking over to it. Had Jeremy wanted to apologize for his behavior after my pairing?

      Instead of a message from him, an unfamiliar name appeared on the screen.

      Welcome to the family, it read. It took a minute for me to figure out who it was from. The circular picture showed a woman… one I recognized. Jarid’s mother—the CEO of VaxWell. My heart hammered in my chest.

      I want to invite you to our penthouse for dinner tomorrow. We’re excited to meet you.

      My fingers hovered over the keypad on my screen. To stay or to go, that was the question.

      I stared at the picture before my fingers moved of their own accord.

      I’m looking forward to it, I typed back before pressing SEND.
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      After a night of silence between Dad and me, I was glad for him going to work early the next morning. We awkwardly met in the kitchen as I made him his usual breakfast.

      “I’m going to the Rothkinds’ for dinner tonight,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “So, you’re on your own. There’s a plate of leftovers from last night.”

      “That’s fine. But who are you visiting?” Dad had the nerve to raise his bushy eyebrows in surprise.

      I sighed. “My pairing is Jarid Rothkind.” Because of the fight last night, I hadn’t mentioned his name. If only Dad were happy for me, I might have insisted he come along. At the moment, though, I wanted nothing to do with him.

      “Oh,” he said. “So, you’re going through with it?”

      “Yes, Dad. I’m going through with the pairing.” I waited for him to fight for me, to beg me to stay. To apologize. Anything.

      Instead, he dumped his dry cereal into a plastic container and left the house.

      The air around me thinned, and I could barely take a full breath. He wasn’t going to do anything.

      At least I could form my future without regret.

      Or, rather, I hoped I wouldn’t regret it.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, I spent too much time getting ready. None of my clothes seemed to be enough for dinner with my future in-laws. Jarid’s mother hadn’t specified what to wear. She had to know I wouldn’t have access to clothes as nice as theirs. Knowing that helped. I put on a thin layer of makeup, trying to cover my freckles, and I finally decided to wear the same outfit that I had to the ballroom the other day for the interviews.

      Had Jarid been there? I wondered if I’d seen him at all, or if we’d been in that smaller room together. It wasn’t as if we’d all worn name tags, but for some reason I wanted our first meeting to mean something. None of the faces I’d seen came to mind as standing out.

      Since Dad worked until dinner, I left the house before another confrontation could happen. I wasn’t sure I could take another one anyway.

      When I reached the building housing Jarid’s penthouse, I craned my neck toward the angular roof. It was practically in the clouds. The Level One area’s streets were much cleaner than Level Three’s. There were fewer whirring doves in the air collecting surveillance data and making sure we were safe. Life seemed brighter on this part of the city. Everyone who passed wore white with pops of color, signaling how much they belonged. With my navy outfit, I stuck out like a sore thumb.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said to myself as I walked to the front door.

      The glass double doors slid open for me, and a man approached me the second I stepped foot inside. He wore a navy suit with a white cap on his head. The hairs sticking out from the sides were graying.

      My insides twisted. He was going to try to kick me out. “I’m here to see Jarid Rothkind.”

      But his smile was kind as he nodded his head in my direction. “Ms. Flannigan. It’s a pleasure to see you. The Rothkinds are expecting you. This way, please.”

      All words caught in my throat, and I couldn’t swallow them. “Th-thank you,” I managed.

      “My name is Sterling,” he said. “If you need anything at any time, ask away.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      He smiled at me again. I wasn’t sure if he was mocking me or not, but I didn’t think about it too much. Sharp lines and clean colors filled the lobby. Every surface was glistening and white, making me appear all the more like a pockmark in their perfect world.

      My hands linked behind my back and I squeezed them together as I entered the elevator. Sterling gave me a small wave before the doors closed in front of him. I took a moment to collect myself. Heat rose throughout my body as if I stood on a bonfire.

      This was where I belonged, I told myself. If it wasn’t a perfect pairing, then I wouldn’t have been there.

      I allowed myself to sink into that thought, and before I knew it, the elevator stopped at the floor.

      The doors whisked open and I came face-to-face with a teen boy dressed in white slacks and a button-down shirt. The navy striped tie was the only pop of color in the area.

      “Lora,” he said a little breathlessly. He was at least six inches taller than me. His bright green eyes sparkled, and I couldn’t help smiling at him.

      A tingling sensation radiated from my hands. I unlinked them, and they rested at my sides, searching for the bobby pins in my pocket. They were there, but I didn’t dare remove them.

      “I’m Jarid,” he said, pulling a hand through his dark locks. A chunk rested against his forehead, and it looked incredibly soft. “Are you going to come inside?”

      “Of course,” I said, stepping out of the elevator toward my new life with him.

      Jarid smiled, showing the whitest teeth I had ever seen. His eyes crinkled in the corners, sending a jolt through me. Spending the rest of my life with those kind eyes might not be so bad.

      “Thank you for having me,” I said, trying to keep the tremble from my voice. The wide-open space around us was overwhelming, though. It made me want to be closer to Jarid for fear of the room swallowing me up.

      “You’re welcome,” he said with a nod. “My family is through here.”

      The marble floors were white. Gray veins in the stone led the way into a family room. The walls were also white except for the far one, which was colored in deep purple. Every surface glimmered with spotless perfection. I moved closer to Jarid, not wanting to disturb the perfect setting. The cathedral ceilings reached high above us, and I wondered how they cleaned the ornate chandeliers dangling on what appeared to be gold-plated chains. Two cream-colored L-shaped couches filled the rest of the space, facing a large-screen television above a fireplace—it was twice the size of mine and Dad’s. I didn’t get close, but I was sure I could have walked inside of the fireplace without ducking my head.

      Jarid glanced at me from the corner of his eye, and I couldn’t help doing the same to him. He was more handsome than I’d imagined, yet he didn’t speak much. As we wandered through the room, he pointed out the few art pieces on the wall as if we were touring a museum instead of his penthouse. They were the primary splashes of color breaking up the white monotony.

      A shrill female voice came from the next room, and Jarid froze in place next to me. “You never side with me. I’m your wife! You should support me in all endeavors.”

      Jarid’s eyes widened, and he picked up his pace through the double doors into the next room. I stayed on his heels even though it seemed as if we were about to walk into a private conversation.

      “You’ve been running the corporation into the ground,” a male voice said. I assumed it was Jarid’s father. “You better be careful, Esperanza.”

      The way he said her name, it sounded like a threat.

      “I’m about to make our lives better than you could have ever imagined. Maybe you should thank me, Damien.” She’d spat out his name with equal disdain.

      “Mom!” Jarid said, bursting into the kitchen before straightening his tie. “Dad. Lora is here.”

      I tried to smile, but their words floated in my mind. Those words hadn’t at all matched the people standing before me.

      Esperanza and Damien’s faces widened into grins—they almost looked too happy, and not angry with each other at all. Esperanza was a tall and elegant woman. She stood at the same height as her husband. Her brunette waves, the same color as her eyes, cascaded over her shoulders. It was a stark contrast to her white gown. Damian was almost a reverse. He had light hair and the same pale green eyes as his son. He wore a formal white suit with a faint blue pinstripe coursing down the fabric. Their shoulders squared to me.

      “Lora, it’s so nice to meet you!” Esperanza moved around the massive island in the middle of the room with her arms outstretched. Her cold hands slipped into mine, and I held back a shiver. The room was as large as the rest, but with Esperanza in front of me, the world all but closed in around us.

      Movement from the corner of the room caught my eye.

      I had to blink a few times to realize that it wasn’t Jarid standing across the room, but someone who looked exactly like him. He wore the same slacks and shirt Jarid did—apparently a family uniform—but his tie was loose around his neck, and his hair was even more disheveled. His eyes met mine, then moved back to the phone in his hand.

      “This is my dad, Damien,” Jarid said from behind me. “And my brother, Syeth.”

      I sucked in a breath, plastering a smile on my face. We’d interrupted a meaningful conversation. Esperanza was the CEO of VaxWell; of course, she would be a forceful woman.

      Jarid and Syeth favored their mother’s dark hair and had the sharp lines of her face, as well. And where Jarid’s eyes made my knees weak, Syeth’s intense gaze sliced through me like a knife.

      Damien didn’t take a step closer to me, but Syeth did. He reached his hand out, and my instincts took over. His hand was much larger, and it swallowed mine in its warmth.

      “Nice to meet you,” I managed before Damien cleared his throat.

      “We should start the first course,” he said.

      “Excellent idea,” Esperanza said, waving her hands toward Jarid and me.

      We walked through a wide archway into a dining room. The table had twelve chairs surrounding the wooden table, floor-to-ceiling windows allowing the moonlight to pour into the white room.

      Syeth didn’t follow us, and I couldn’t help being relieved. His presence unnerved me, and it was already stressful enough dealing with the brothers’ parents.

      “Over here, dear,” Esperanza chirped, and I followed her. Her tone was nothing like it had been when speaking to Damien. The fact that she could so easily switch between those emotions struck me the wrong way. She was overly friendly to me while darting several meaningful glances at her husband.

      Two women stood at the back of the room with their chins dipped against their chests. Their black outfits gave away their status in the house, and I wondered how many staff the family needed to keep this place sparkling.

      “You’ll sit next to Jarid,” Esperanza said before taking her seat at the head of the table. Jarid and I were near the center with several empty chairs between his parents and us.

      Jarid spread the white cloth napkin over his lap, and I did the same with mine. We bumped arms as I sat, and Jarid unleashed a brilliant smile in my direction.

      “Eat, eat,” Esperanza pushed.

      In front of us was a white bowl filled with a green soup. Slices of avocados rested near the edge of the bowl.

      “Our chef is the best in the area,” Esperanza boasted.

      At least with my hands busy, she might not notice they shook slightly.

      Jarid’s shoulders were pushed back, his chin high—different than the boy I’d met outside the elevator. I could see where his parents’ presence might change his attitude and stance.

      “Now,” Esperanza said. “Lora, we must update your wardrobe. You’re one of us now. Less blue and more white.” She opened her hands by her face as if highlighting the word. “I also expect you to tie back your hair. I have an excellent stylist who can teach you the proper way to get it out of your face.”

      I touched the bobby pin against my temple. I thought I looked okay. But I wanted to impress the Rothkinds and prove to my father and Jeremy that I could be the perfect pairing VaxWell required.

      “At all the company events, you will always be by Jarid’s side,” Esperanza continued. “You two will be the picture of solidarity at press conferences and public venues. You will always act as the representatives of VaxWell. No arguing with each other or showing a hint of any emotion other than happiness, always, even at home. Do you understand?”

      I looked at Jarid, but he stared ahead as if he’d known this was coming. “I understand.”

      “Good.” Esperanza clapped her hands together before tasting her soup.

      The room went silent other than the clinking of spoons against the sides of the bowls. Jarid didn’t say anything about the rules his mother forced on us. How could someone always be happy? Esperanza and Damien had been in a serious argument just before I’d met them. Did the rules only apply to Jarid and me?

      My heart pulsed in my chest, and I found it hard to breathe. “Excuse me,” I said to Jarid. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “It’s through there.” Jarid pointed at the door in the far corner of the room. “Last door on the right.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and pushed away from the table. I wasn’t sure what to do with the cloth napkin, so I folded it and placed it on my chair.

      In the small hallway, I was finally able to take a breath. Esperanza had jumped into a lot of rules about Jarid and me in such a short amount of time. I didn’t even know his middle name!

      After going to the bathroom, I walked down the otherwise silent hall still hearing the voices of the Rothkinds floating toward me. I wasn’t ready to go back yet. My throat was parched, and I walked into the kitchen to get a glass of water.

      My hands stayed at my sides for fear of marking the white surfaces. Everything in the penthouse was so nice that I wasn’t sure if I fit in. Was all this a mistake? Should I have taken Dad up on his offer to stay home? If that rule he’d shown me was law, then I wouldn’t be going against the government by sticking with him. The question was, was it too late? From the overbearing nature of Jarid’s mother, I doubted she’d want to let me go now that I knew her plan for us, and I’d already taken the first step by showing up tonight.

      Though, abandoning Jarid wouldn’t help anyone. If I gave them a chance, maybe I could learn to care for Jarid and vice versa. Then, we could make our own choices.

      I sighed, grabbing a glass from the cabinet next to the refrigerator. A square hole in the fridge held a dispenser for water and ice. I held the glass under the spout and pressed the button with the symbol of a water droplet. While the water filled the glass, the screen on the other door flickered to life. A black peony rotated on the screen, just like on the tablets from the interviews the other day.

      The flickering intensified and stopped when a picture of my mother appeared. My stomach swooped as her eyes bored into mine from the photograph. It disappeared as quickly as it had come.

      “No,” I said, blinking a few times.

      The next image to pop up was of a VaxWell lab, and then a white box appeared in front of the picture. The words Enter your password appeared above a blinking cursor.

      Stunned, I touched the screen to try and get back to the peony symbol. I couldn’t have any of them thinking I was snooping. But the moment my finger touched the screen, a string of numbers and letters appeared in the box before disappearing as quickly as they’d popped up. Then a long list of names and phone numbers appeared.

      I leaned closer, to make sure my eyes weren’t deceiving me again.

      Finn Flannigan.

      What was Dad’s name doing on Esperanza’s contact list? Maybe she’d been checking up on my family before I arrived. I wouldn’t put it past her to know what type of person was being paired with her son.

      After glancing over my shoulder to be sure I was alone, I pressed his name with the numb tip of my finger. A transcript of the phone call appeared on the screen. It seemed as if they’d rejected Dad for employment as a plumber there. Before I could read it twice, the screen changed again, taking me to a VaxWell database marked CONFIDENTIAL.

      Dad’s face appeared in the corner while his personal genetic information displayed across the screen. His bloodwork, family history, and ancestry—all there for viewing.

      My name appeared as a link at the bottom. Next to it were the words that stole a breath from my lungs.

      NO BIOLOGICAL RELATION.

      With a shake of my head, I stepped away from the screen. What did that even mean? There had to be some mistake.

      Questions pummeled my mind and, before I knew it, the island behind me bumped against my back.

      “Ms. Flannigan?” A woman’s voice came from the hallway where I’d entered.

      I whipped around. Her footfalls came closer. I couldn’t face the Rothkinds yet. I needed a moment to think. Instead of alerting one of Esperanza’s staff members that I was there, I slipped through the back door.

      It led to a stairwell. I hurried down the steps until I reached a metal door. Escaping felt like the only way to get a few moments of privacy and sift through my thoughts. If anyone questioned me, I could say I’d gotten lost on my way to the bathroom.

      The space was dark, with concrete walls. Dim lights hung from the ceiling. Outlines of cars took shape. We were several floors up, but I had heard about the lifts in these buildings offering upper-floor storage for cars, allowing Level One citizens to buy many vehicles to keep up their scores. To some, possessions meant mood and, in turn, immunity boosters.

      Two stools sat in front of a bench table, and I slumped onto one of them. I had to collect myself before going back on display in front of Esperanza and Damien.

      Echoing footsteps sounded behind me, and I jumped up. Instead of Esperanza’s scowling face, Jarid’s appearance showed itself as he walked under one of the lights. Shadows fell across his face.

      “Feeling lost?” he asked me.

      His eyes weren’t the kind ones from inside.

      I’d mistaken Syeth for his brother.

      Against my will, butterflies erupted in my stomach. Between his sly grin and the shadows, he was much darker and more brooding than his brother. His green eyes seemed to look straight past my defenses and into my soul.

      “Yes, I got lost,” I said, moving past him.

      Syeth skittered back, blocking my way. His tie hung even looser from his neck, with his top two buttons undone. I doubted Esperanza would have liked that. The way he wore his matching outfit to Jarid’s felt like he was pointing out it was just a mask or a costume, hiding his true self.

      “She bothers you, doesn’t she?” he asked. “My mother, I mean. You can see through her, too.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Your mother has been perfectly lovely to me.” When I tried to pass again, this time, he let me.

      “Before you agree to this pairing, you should know what she did to Jarid’s last girlfriend—and to him, too.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      Syeth leaned in, placing his hand on my shoulder. There wasn’t much space between us. My breath caught in my throat. “Seeing the truth of the world is better than burying your head in the sand.” His lips were close to my face.

      “Tell me—”

      “Lora?” someone called from the top of the stairs. It wasn’t the same woman from before. Her heels clicked against the stairs as Syeth stepped backward to a proper distance away from me. His breath still warmed my cheek.

      “Valda,” Syeth offered as the woman appeared.

      She was a head shorter than me but muscular. Her short black hair framed her round face, and her gray eyes pierced mine. “I’m Valda Svekei, Mrs. Rothkind’s assistant.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Syeth and I had been talking, but in her narrowed eyes, it appeared as if she thought differently. I should have never come down there.

      Syeth didn’t seem concerned, but that didn’t slow my racing heart.

      Valda looked at Syeth. “Your mother is furious that we’re off schedule due to you two. Come on.” She marched back up the stairs, and I scurried after her.
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      Syeth’s words echoed in my mind as we headed back to the dining room. Valda’s steps were quick, as if she’d been the one alone in a dark garage with Syeth. I wondered what she would tell Esperanza. No doubt, she wouldn’t want to get in trouble because of us. Esperanza hadn’t tried to find us herself, so having her assistant do it must not have been a happy task for the woman. It was already a strike against me, and we hadn’t even eaten yet.

      When we entered the dining room, Esperanza’s expression was worse than I could have imagined. Her red-painted lips twisted into a grimace as she stared at Syeth. She barely looked at me as I took my seat next to Jarid.

      Jarid’s shoulders were stiff, but he glanced at me with a small smile on his lips.

      “What were you two doing?” Esperanza asked, raising her thin eyebrows. I imagined she thought the worst of Syeth and me alone together.

      “I got lost,” I said, trying to ease the tension in the room.

      “Clean yourself up, Syeth,” Esperanza said as if I hadn’t spoken. “You look as if you just rolled out of bed—in front of our guest, no less. It’s no wonder you ended up in the position you’re in.”

      Syeth pressed his lips together, and his eyes darkened.

      My shoulders pushed forward, and I tried to pull them back. Esperanza hadn’t even looked at me, but the air was charged like electricity between those two. What position was she talking about? I hoped she didn’t think Syeth and I had done anything together. It had been an innocent conversation from my point of view. Maybe he’d spoken like that to others and Esperanza was trying to protect me?

      I had to focus on acting like the perfect pairing for Jarid if I was going to survive the night with them. I pushed the questions Syeth had raised about Jarid’s alleged girlfriend and seeing my father’s name on the refrigerator to the back of my mind. None of it was as important as my future with this family.

      Syeth buttoned his shirt and fixed his tie without breaking eye contact with Esperanza. He looked at her as if a curse danced on the edge of his lips, and his mother looked back as if daring him to say it.

      “Lora, tell me about your high school,” Damien said. “Graduation is around the corner. You must be thrilled. Especially after the excitement of the pairing process.”

      Esperanza rang a small bell next to her, and the staff entered through the kitchen doors with our second course: a salad with mixed greens. It was more appealing than soup.

      “I like my teachers,” I said, unsure of what answer he wanted. From the way his eyes widened, he expected more from me. “They renovated the campus at the beginning of the school year. It’s a lot nicer. I’m almost sad to leave.” No doubt Jarid’s school had more amenities than mine. There was no hiding the stark differences between his sons and me, but I wasn’t going to let him think I wasn’t worthy.

      “Jarid is at the top of his class.” Damien smiled proudly at his son.

      Syeth snorted and glared at his food as if it were his mother’s face.

      Esperanza tossed a cutting look at Syeth. Even though nothing had happened between us, I wanted to prove her wrong. At least to show Esperanza that I was willing to obey her rules about me being a part of this family.

      “Did you play any sports?” I asked Jarid.

      “I used to,” he said with a sad smile.

      Damien spoke up again. “Lora, tell me your favorite class.”

      No reason not to be honest. “Language Arts.”

      Damien wrinkled his nose. “Who is your teacher? I know a few of them from their pairings.”

      The questions came quicker as I answered more. It was as if he wanted to keep anyone else from talking. Then, Esperanza chimed in. “How did you find school? Was it difficult for you?”

      “It had its challenges,” I said, surprised by the change in topic. “But I have all high marks.”

      “Did you find the pairing process difficult?” she asked.

      “Why don't we give her a break from the interviewing,” Jarid suggested with an apologetic smile in my direction.

      Esperanza ignored him. “Did you?”

      “No,” I said, having a feeling she wouldn’t let it go without an answer. This woman went after what she wanted.

      “How many hours a night did you study?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said.

      “With high marks, maybe it wasn’t hard for you to retain the information.”

      Not a question, but I answered anyway. “I guess not.”

      “Did you find it hard to remember the recommendations from the kiosk?”

      “Mom, enough!” Syeth said, slamming his fork on the table. “Why are you so interested in Lora’s schoolwork? This is the most boring conversation on the planet. Soon enough, she’ll be asleep on her plate with a dinner roll as a pillow. We’re done with the pairing process, remember? We can move on.”

      Esperanza’s eyes narrowed at her son before that sickly-sweet mask slid over her face. “My apologies for monopolizing the conversation, Lora. There will be plenty of time to get to know each other.”

      The rest of the conversation stayed on neutral topics and involved more of Jarid’s life than mine. He used to play baseball until he decided to focus more on his studies. He wanted to go to medical school and would apparently hear back about the acceptance any day now, though Esperanza and Damien talked about his future as if it were already set.

      When we finished dinner, I prepared myself to say goodbye to the Rothkinds. Esperanza had another idea. “How about you two head up to the screening room to watch a movie?” she suggested with a wink at her husband. “Your father and I are leaving the house for a little while to give you two some privacy. Did you hear that, Syeth? Be sure to make yourself scarce.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” Syeth said, shoving his chair away from the table. He whisked out of the room without another word.

      “You two be good now,” Esperanza said with a childish giggle.

      When they finally left, I wasn’t sure what to do. I’d never been alone with a guy before—other than Jeremy. But the expectations between a paired couple elicited a shiver down my spine.

      “Are you cold?” Jarid asked.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “We don’t have to watch a movie if you don’t want.”

      “I’m sorry they can be a little overwhelming,” Jarid said. “But they mean well. I’d hate to scare you away that quickly.” Jarid quirked a smile, and my insides melted. It wasn’t his fault his parents had questioned me like that. I was a new person about to join their family—of course they would be interested in my life.

      “I’ll stay,” I said.

      “Good,” he said. “Follow me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The screening room was the size of the family room I’d walked through earlier, but it was as dark as the garage with dim lights in the floor illuminating the way to our seats. The room cocooned around me, and thinking of the garage forced those question to the front of my mind. I could ask Jarid, but what if he didn’t want a reminder of that girl? Or what if Syeth wanted to stop our pairing to get back at his mother? Was I a pawn for his feud with her? I wasn’t about to accuse Jarid of anything just hours after we had met.

      Jarid moved his arm under what looked like a kiosk injector by the door.

      I had never used a private screening room before, but I’d heard a little about the biomod application. With the injection, whichever movie we wanted to play would be visualized in our minds.

      “Where do you want to sit?” Jarid asked, gesturing to the two rows of seats in front of us.

      The black leather chairs each had a small, attached table with various buttons along the side.

      “Next to each other,” I said, smiling. The tension from dinner eased out of my body as Jarid’s soothing presence calmed me. He seemed like the only sane person in the family, and I was happy I’d paired with him instead of Syeth. In his presence, it was possible to forget about his family and the strange information I’d found on the refrigerator. Everything was okay if I was with him.

      Jarid’s lips quirked into a smirk as he led me to the two chairs closest to the door. “Sit, and I’ll show you how it works. It might be a little complicated at first, but once you’re used to it, it’s easier.”

      My body sank into the chair as if I rested on a cloud. Jarid moved to my side, perching next to the small table.

      “Press this button to close the dome around the chair—” he pointed to a red button with a circle around it. “May I?” He held up the small pads which would connect with the biomod to play the movie.

      I nodded and swallowed against the lump in my throat. The thought of Jarid touching me made my heart skitter in my chest. The no-touching rule we usually lived under didn’t apply to pairings. Jarid and I were free to do as we wanted. Esperanza’s exaggerated winking at us from before had created a sour taste in my mouth, though. Had they expected us to be more intimate when we were alone? It was the first time we’d ever met, but was it a test? I didn’t have the urge to do anything other than talk, but I had no idea what they expected of me.

      Jarid peeled a translucent piece of plastic away from the pads and placed them against my temples. His fingers brushing over my skin created a wave of tingles that ran through me and settled in my middle.

      “If you want a drink or dessert, there are several choices here.” He pointed out small pictures of milkshakes and liquid desserts displayed on each of the buttons. “You don’t have to leave the dome to get it.”

      “Thanks,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t take part even though any other day I would have loved a chocolate milkshake.

      Jarid stared at me for a moment before nestling into his chair. Even though I’d had awkward encounters with the rest of his family, Jarid was kind and I enjoyed his presence. He was also my pairing, and I needed to get used to that.

      He pressed the red button beside him. The clear dome encased his chair as he placed the pads on his temples. He didn’t look at me again before closing his eyes.

      The door wasn’t that far from me. I wondered if Syeth would try to interrupt us somehow. His piercing gaze filled my vision, and I tried to push him out of it. I pressed the red button. The dome silently moved over the chair before it encased me inside. There was nowhere else for me to go, so I burrowed into the chair and closed my eyes.

      For a moment, blackness filled my vision. A flash of light signaled the start of the movie. Lively music played in my head, and I realized too late that Jarid had chosen a romance. Or was it his mother who’d done that?

      Even though she’d pushed me about my schooling and the preparation for the pairing, she seemed to want Jarid and me to work out. I wasn’t sure if it was possible to reject a pairing in any case, but from what Syeth had said, it seemed as if it was.

      The two main leads of the movie were both attractive and quirky, but when they nearly kissed, my insides twisted. Even though I wasn’t looking at Jarid, the entire movie was uncomfortable. Was this Esperanza trying to push us in the direction of romance too quickly? After the protagonists’ first kiss, the movie stopped. My eyes flicked open to see Jarid standing next to my chair. He pointed at the red button. I pressed it, shaking my head.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked as the dome moved from above me. I removed the pads from my temples and placed them on the chair.

      “Not really,” he said, wincing. “I have a terrible headache. I should lie down.” He swayed, and I jumped up from the chair to hold him upright. Under his shirt, his abdomen rippled with muscles.

      A breath hitched in my throat. This wasn’t the time to admire his body.

      Jarid and I hobbled up a flight of stairs to the second floor of the penthouse. As we walked, he leaned on me for strength.

      His room wasn’t like the rest of the house. I guessed Esperanza favored Jarid enough to allow splashes of color across his walls. A deep burgundy closed in the room around us. It was the size of half my house, and with elegant and expensive furniture. At home, I only had a twin bed big enough for me. Jarid’s could have fit three people comfortably. I shivered at the thought of spending more time in this room. Esperanza wanted us to get along, but I doubted I’d impress her if she caught me in his private space.

      Jarid shuffled over to the bed and removed his shoes. They fell to the floor as he scooted back, loosening his tie. For a second, he reminded me of Syeth.

      Jarid plucked a thin, black box from inside a drawer in his bedside table. He turned to hand it to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “A thank-you for not being upset with me for breaking off our date.”

      Inside the box was a gold locket necklace. I slid my finger across the detailing of the pendant in the shape of a dove mid-flight.

      “Wow, thank you.” It was the sweetest gift anyone had ever given me. Still, Syeth’s words echoed in my mind. I doubted Jarid had bought the necklace in anticipation of my arrival at dinner. I couldn’t resist asking… “Is this from a previous girlfriend?”

      Jarid furrowed his eyebrows and opened his mouth, but no words came out. He glanced at the necklace and shook his head. “I don’t know where I got it. I’m sure I’d remember if I had a girlfriend in the past.” That hadn’t sounded convincing—what a weird choice of words. He’d remember? Plus, his tone was unconvincing, as if he were trying to figure out a puzzle in his mind. “This sounds crazy. Even though I don’t have any memory of it, I feel like I might have at some point.” He rubbed his head again and groaned. “I think I need to get some rest.”

      “Memory can be weird,” I said, resisting the urge to rub the gooseflesh away from my arms. His pleading eyes almost asked me for help. But what could I say? My heart opened with compassion for him. “I should go.”

      “Have Syeth escort you out,” Jarid said, lying down.

      “I think I can manage on my own.”

      “Lora,” he said, stopping me in my tracks. “Don’t judge Syeth too harshly. He’s been in a bad mood lately because his score is too low for a pairing. I’m worried about what will happen to him. Goodnight, Lora.” He reached for a remote under his pillow. The dome started to move over the bed as he lay down. The lights dimmed and I took that as a hint to leave.

      In the hallway, I pressed my back against the wall. My fingers smoothed across the top of the jewelry box Jarid had given me. It felt wrong to keep it, but Jarid had intended it as a gift. His confusion over having had a girlfriend somewhat confirmed what Syeth had told me—there was something more to know here. What had happened to Jarid’s girlfriend, and why didn’t he remember her when Syeth did?

      Then I realized this could be my chance. With Jarid’s headache and Esperanza thinking Jarid and I were watching a movie, I could find Syeth and ask him what he’d meant from our conversation before.

      Jarid had told me to trust Syeth, and I wasn’t sure I could. Though, the twins seemed to care for each other greatly. I couldn’t help wanting to know more about their past, and if Syeth told the truth.

      Now, I had to choose whether to ignore the information and be the perfect pairing for Jarid or not. I could wait for Esperanza and Damien to take me home or find Syeth and get the information he’d dangled in front of me before. But Jared had told me to find Syeth. It was the perfect excuse to see him again and get the answers I needed.
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      The locket was the only proof of Jarid’s supposed girlfriend, and I held it against my chest as if it were the most precious item in the world. At that moment, it certainly felt that way. The locket could unlock the truth to what was going on with this family.

      Between Esperanza’s swinging moods and her fake smiles, I wanted to be sure about the family I was coming into.

      Closed doors filled the hallway. The first two on Jarid’s side were bedrooms, both clean and with the beds made. Before trying the next one, hard footfalls came from the corner, and I stopped to see who’d approach.

      “Mrs. Rothkind doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” Valda said, her voice floating down the hallway.

      If she caught me, there was no way I would be able to talk to Syeth again tonight. She had already found me in the wrong place once, and I doubted she’d believe I’d gotten lost twice in one night. Even then, Esperanza might question my capabilities of navigating my surroundings. I needed answers from Syeth, so I ducked through the door behind me into one of the bedrooms. My hand gripped the knob, closing it without making a sound.

      Valda’s voice neared. I closed my eyes, hoping she hadn’t seen me. If she knew I was looking for Syeth, I was sure to get another lecture from Esperanza, or worse, a different pairing. From what Syeth said, it wasn’t impossible for Esperanza to make them disappear. Her position at VaxWell probably afforded her a lot of options when it came to those chosen for her sons.

      Once I was sure Valda was gone, I sneaked into the hallway. Syeth’s room had to be nearby.

      Her voice carried from her conversation around the opposite corner. “You seriously don’t have a copy? You’d better hope that Mrs. Rothkind doesn’t find out.” Then, her footsteps came closer again. My heart leaped into my throat as I reached for the next closest door. Thankfully, it wasn’t locked.

      Inside was an office filled with dark wood furniture and walls covered by tall bookshelves.

      “It’s not a problem. I’m at Mrs. Rothkind’s office,” Valda said outside the door.

      There wasn’t time to think. I rushed toward the large desk in the center of the room and ducked underneath. My heart beat so hard in my ears that I barely heard Valda walk toward me. If she sat down in the chair, she’d see me. This was even worse than her finding me in the guest bedroom.

      In the space between the floor and desk, the points of her shoes appeared in front of me. I pressed my body close to the edge of the desk and crossed my fingers that she couldn’t hear the ragged breathing thundering in my head.

      “I’ll scan it over right now,” Valda said before her feet disappeared.

      The door closed, and then there was silence.

      I waited a few minutes before emerging from my hiding place. Like Jarid’s room, Esperanza’s home office wasn’t as I might have expected. It looked as if it came from a time before Zero. The clean white lines of the rest of the house were nonexistent, replaced by a stately wooden desk and a thick antique rug with swirls of faded colors throughout the intricate design. Every item in the room must have cost a lot of money.

      As I looked around, I realized that the furniture wasn’t as surprising as what was on her desk. A framed photograph, the color worn with age, stared back at me. Heat pricked behind my eyes, and I wasn’t sure why until I lifted it to get a better look.

      It can’t be.

      A group of people dressed in khakis and matching safari vests stared back at me. But I focused on my mother peering up at a man I didn’t recognize. A younger Esperanza and Damien stood behind them. How did the Rothkinds know my mother? And who was the man next to her?

      Somehow, my parents were linked to the Rothkinds. For a few seconds, I committed the people in the photograph to memory. My gaze lingered on all the smaller details of what the people wore, their features, and the background. It all felt important, so I locked it away for when I could go after some answers.

      Valda’s sharp voice wasn’t anywhere nearby, but I remained on the lookout. The door across the hall was slightly ajar. I pushed through and closed it behind me.

      Whipping around, the first thing I saw was a muscular, bare chest and a familiar brooding gaze.

      “S-sorry,” I stammered, turning around. My skin burned, and I knew he’d seen the redness in my cheeks. I stared at the maroon accent wall in front of me. Somehow, it suited him.

      “You can turn around now,” he said with a smirk, and I turned to find him tugging at the hem of a black t-shirt. He wore a pair of gray jeans, as well. Not Level One colors.

      “The kiosks tell me to dress like Jarid and my dad, but I hate it. This feels more like me.” He dropped down on one of two cream-colored couches in front of a large window overlooking the buildings downtown. Lights from other apartments lit up the distance like stars.

      A queen-sized bed pressed against the wall next to a walk-in closet, and the door next to it led to a private bathroom. A desk with a curved, flat-screen computer displayed the rotating peony on the screen.

      “Have a seat,” he said, patting his hand on the couch.

      Instead of sitting, I handed over the necklace. “Jarid gave me this. I asked if it was from a previous girlfriend and he said no, but it also seemed like it was a yes, too. I need to know what’s going on.”

      Syeth reached up and took the necklace from my hand. Our fingertips brushed, and a jolt of electricity zipped through me.

      “Two years ago, Jarid fell in love with a girl from our school. Her name was Isra.”

      Was? I sank onto the couch to listen.

      “They dated for six months in secret. Then, suddenly,” he snapped his fingers together for emphasis, “Isra disappeared, and Jarid couldn’t remember her anymore. After that, the headaches started, and he hasn’t been himself ever since.”

      “How is he different?” I asked.

      Syeth twirled the necklace between his hands. “He has weird gaps in his memory, and the headaches aren’t getting any better.”

      At least him not feeling well tonight wasn’t because of me.

      “Why do you think your mother has something to do with it?” If I’d thought Dad was doing something terrible to a sibling of mine, I wasn’t sure I’d have been able to sit by and allow it.

      Syeth locked his eyes with mine. “A few days after Isra disappeared, Mother had a long talk with Jarid about dating. She told him it was forbidden and that he had to wait for a pairing. She pushed him to work hard to get a good one. She said love was an invitation to pain and nothing more.”

      Love was a risk for those who didn’t pair. That thought had been burned into our minds since we were young. Apparently, Jarid had thought his privilege made him different.

      “Mother wiped all of Jarid’s memories of Isra. He has no idea who she is.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “My mother will do anything to get what she wants. She’s not just harsh to her subordinates and employees who don’t meet her standards. I’ve seen first-hand how brutal she can be to everyone in her life.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Syeth looked away from me then, and my heart went out to him. Surely, he didn’t mean Esperanza had hurt him.

      He released a breath and said, “I still have scars, okay? It happened when I was five. Never again since then.” His lips pressed into a hard, white line. “I’m sure Mother made Isra disappear. Then, somehow wiped Jarid’s memories of her. She has enormous power as CEO of VaxWell. If anyone could do those things, she could.”

      “Why didn’t she wipe your memory, too?”

      “She thinks I don’t care about anything. But I care about my brother.” Syeth shrugged. “And I’m not about to ask her.”

      “So, you haven’t confronted her about Isra at all?”

      Syeth shook his head. “I need proof first, but it’s hard to get. The records will be in her corporate files, but I can’t get access to them. I need a password, but she changes it all the time.”

      “What about the locket? Was it Isra’s?”

      “I recognized it right away, yeah. I helped Jarid pick it out for Isra as a gift a few days before she disappeared.” He sighed as if the piece of jewelry brought back more memories for him. “Jarid must never have gotten a chance to give it to her.” He flipped open a hidden clasp on the side, and I scooted over to see what he was doing, sitting closer to him. Our legs bumped, and I quickly moved away.

      The corner of his mouth lifted as he moved closer to me in turn. Inside the locket, Isra’s name was engraved.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said in a low, husky voice.

      It rattled my insides. “Why?”

      “You should do whatever you can to get the pairing rejected. You don’t want to get caught in my mother’s web.”

      Syeth trusted me with this information, but I wasn’t sure if I could do the same. Did he know about my parents’ involvement with his family, too? I debated telling him about the photograph I’d found. But then, I would have to explain that I’d been inside his mother’s office.

      I shook my head slowly. “I can’t walk away from this.”

      “Why not? You have no ties to this family. Pairings have been broken before for lesser things. You’re smart. I’m sure you could come up with a plan.”

      Dad’s idea came to mind. I could easily say I wanted to stay home with him, but then I would never find out anything. Syeth would be left to work on this mystery by himself, and somehow, I knew I would regret my choice.

      “I can’t walk away,” I repeated

      “Why not?” he asked again.

      I wanted to know why my mother’s photograph was on Esperanza’s desk. Not that I could tell Syeth that yet. He’d think I wanted to do this for myself and not Jarid. Was there a way I could do both? I didn’t trust Syeth to keep anything to himself—we’d just met, after all. “I just can’t, okay? I need to know more first.”

      Syeth grunted and stood up from the couch. He towered over me as his arms folded across his chest. “You still don’t believe me? Even after all this?”

      He seemed to care a lot about what I thought of his idea. Though, he had spent two years waging this war against his mother on his own, it seemed. He had no allies. I was an outsider who wanted more information and listened to him. That had to be why he was pushing this.

      “I need you to come with me,” he said on the way to his desk. The screen saver turned off, and a password prompt came up.

      “Where?”

      “Come downtown with me. Let me show you what VaxWell is really like behind closed doors, and the kind of company she runs. I want to show you that you don’t want to be a part of this family.”

      I swallowed hard. If I went with Syeth and Esperanza caught us together once more, I had no idea what she would do. Would I end up like Isra, wherever she was? But if I wanted to know what had happened to her and why my parents were involved, I had to go with him.

      This was my opportunity for answers, and I couldn’t leave without making my own decisions about my life.

      Syeth lifted a key fob from the desk and held it in the air between us. “Are you coming or not?”

      A deep breath escaped my lips. “Yes.”
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      Syeth and I snuck into the garage, though he didn’t seem too bothered by Valda seeing us. How often did he take late-night drives? With the curfew in place during the weekdays, and my fear of breaking the rules, I rarely ventured out late. Syeth seemed as if he had done this on more than one occasion. Based on the sparring match between him and Esperanza over dinner, I doubted he cared about doing what she wanted. Jarid seemed like her favorite, and I doubted that helped her and Syeth’s relationship. The more time I spent with the Rothkinds individually, the more I started to dread seeing them all together again. Jarid’s kind smile was the only part of the night which had warmed my heart. I wasn’t sure where we would go next with our pairing, but once we moved in together, maybe it would be different. As long as I got the answers I needed about his past.

      Headlights flickered in front of us, illuminating Syeth’s form in front of me. The car was sleek and white, a beacon of light.

      My hand froze on the door handle. I still had a choice. He might think I was a coward for backing out now, but there were drones and security to get through once we left the building. We were both in way over our heads with this plan.

      “Lora,” Syeth said.

      Our eyes met. His still held that razor-sharp edge, but they were wide and expectant. He wanted someone to believe him, and I wanted someone to give me answers. We needed each other, even though I didn’t trust him all the way yet. He had found me in the garage, looking for someone to join his way of thinking. I hoped I wasn’t part of some plan against his mother, but his offer was too enticing to turn down.

      Without another word, I got into the car. When the doors slammed shut, the confined space became even smaller. Syeth’s arm brushed against mine, and I snatched mine back.

      “What about the doves?” I shivered, thinking of one of those drones in the sky recognizing either of us. It was my last excuse to back out.

      Syeth turned to me, and he reached behind my chair. He moved closer to me as he fished for something in the back seat. A breath caught in my throat at our closeness. He brandished two silky pieces of fabric between us. He handed one to me.

      “We’ll wear these,” he said, completely unaware of my reaction. He wrapped the scarf around his head and tucked the ends over his mouth and nose. Only his eyes remained visible. “The doves will search for my parents’ faces in this car, so we need to make sure they don’t have a reason to follow us.”

      I mimicked the way he’d folded the fabric over his face.

      “You ready?” Syeth asked.

      I nodded, unsure of what would come out of my mouth if I spoke.

      Syeth pressed a few buttons on the car before weightlessness took over my body. The vehicle descended through the floors. “Make sure, when we’re out there, you keep your eyes down. The scarves will only get us so far.”

      “You seem to know a lot about this.”

      Syeth’s eyes crinkled at the corners. Even without seeing his mouth, I knew he was smiling.

      Heat surged through me. I wasn’t sure if it was from being so close to him or nervousness for what we were about to do.

      Darkness surrounded us, giving me no sign where we were. Tiny pinpricks of light illuminated a parking garage. Once we touched down, Syeth started the vehicle and sped out.

      Syeth drove like a mad man. Though, I had spent most of my life traveling in Dad’s rundown work van. Syeth’s car was sleek, and he wove through the streets like we were a part of the concrete itself. His eyes were laser-focused on the road in front of us, but I noticed him glancing at me a few times.

      “Relax, I have this,” he said. “You said you wanted proof. I don’t want you to disappear before I have the chance to give it to you.”

      My fingers pressed into the fabric of the seat. Why was he looking at me? “Shouldn’t you focus on the road?”

      He laughed and whipped the car around a corner. With his focus on the road, mine was on the sky. The drones were everywhere, especially at night. Several doves hovered over us. With Syeth’s status, I doubted they would follow his car, but that didn’t stop me from freezing each time one zipped by.

      We drove in silence for some time. I didn’t mind it since I wanted to be alone with my thoughts and check out our surroundings without distraction. One misstep, and I wasn’t sure how I would explain our situation to security—or worse, Esperanza.

      “Jarid used to talk about Isra all the time,” Syeth said, unprompted. As much as was on my mind, apparently he wasn’t any less stress-free. “He cared for her. Now that she’s gone, I feel like I’ve lost my brother. He used to be so sharp, fun, clever—mischievous, even, if you can believe it.”

      I couldn’t. That playful and kind smile of Jarid’s was all I knew of him. Though, mixing in Syeth’s opposite personality, I could see the possibilities.

      “Since the memory wipe, it’s like Mother drained the life from him.” Syeth’s voice sounded strained. His brother meant so much to him, and the memory of him ‘before’ clearly affected him. I wondered if his smile had been brighter before all this, too.

      Headlights from another car appeared through my window as Syeth cursed. Our car jerked forward as the other vehicle blasted its horn behind us.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Syeth’s eyes lifted toward the sky. “I ran a red light. I was distracted.” He whipped us around another corner.

      Flashing lights appeared behind us, and I jerked around to see a BioDove racing in our direction.

      “We have to get out of this car,” Syeth said. “It’s the only way to escape them.”

      “How will we get to the facility?”

      Syeth didn’t answer me as he rounded a corner and shot into a parking garage. The dove went straight past us, but once it realized we weren’t in front of it, it would come back to find us. Several other flashing lights appeared around the corner, their lights reflecting onto the street in the night. The dove had called in reinforcements.

      “Come on,” he said, throwing the car into park and hopping out. He crouched behind the rear bumper and shuffled over to me.

      Outside, the air was cooler. The scarf moved over my face, and I tucked the corner against my ear so it wouldn’t fall off.

      “Hurry,” Syeth pushed. “Do you want to get arrested? If that thing comes back, it’ll find us, and we’re not going back without information.”

      My life flashed before my eyes. Why had I come with him? Dad would never forgive me if he found out I’d been arrested. Besides, I had no idea what security would do to me if they caught us together—an unpaired couple racing through the night in his parents’ car.

      Syeth took my hand, and we sprinted toward the other side of the garage. Over my shoulder, several doves flitted through the space at high speed. There was no way we were getting out of there without consequences. Still, he shouted directions to me and flung our bodies between cars.

      Each time the doves sped past, I couldn’t believe we’d get out of the chase without ending up in handcuffs.

      “We can’t win this,” I said breathlessly. The doves soared above. Their motorized wings buzzed in the air, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever forget that sound.

      “Don’t worry about this, I got it,” Syeth said, squeezing my hand.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My dad helped design them,” he said. “They’re smart and have lots of sensors, but their weakness is that they trust the sensors too much. If we keep away from their trackers, we can do this.”

      He picked up a small rock from the ground and tossed it away from us. It smacked a car and rolled away. Immediately, all the doves rushed in that direction.

      “Time to go.”

      Syeth let go of my hand, but he wasn’t going to leave me behind. All this risk couldn’t be for nothing. He stopped in front of the bank of elevators on the other side of the garage.

      “Keep your head down. They’re looking for faces.”

      My breath fluttered the scarf, but it didn’t move from its spot. The moment the elevators opened, I pushed inside. Syeth was right behind me. I pressed my back against the side of the elevator and Syeth stood inches in front of me, his breath peppering my face. He dug his finger into the button for the ground floor but didn’t move from his spot. I wanted to believe he was placed this close to hide from the doves, but when our eyes met, there was something more in them.

      “Their infrared sensors won’t be able to follow us,” he said. “But they have alerted local security.”

      My heart thundered against my ribs. I let out an uncomfortable laugh. On the one hand, I had never felt more alive than I had in these last ten minutes with Syeth. Sure, they’d felt like an eternity, but for the moment, we were safe. On the other hand, I had no idea what would happen to us if security awaited us on the ground floor of the garage. I imagined their stun guns pointed at us before my world went black and I ended up with a scrambled memory like Jarid’s. At least, that was a possibility if everything Syeth said was true.

      But from the way Syeth’s body protected mine, I couldn’t help feeling safe with him. Even as he’d torn through the streets in the car and held my hand as we’d dived from behind parked cars in the garage, he’d remained confident and calm. Like he’d been the one in control at every single moment of the chase.

      If I’d been with Jarid, I imagined we would have been caught shortly after the red light. But at least the doves and security would have seen we were paired. With Syeth, I’d broken so many rules in the one night I’d met him and his family.

      When the elevator stopped, Syeth pressed a finger against his lips. I nodded in agreement.

      The buzzing from the drones became louder as we stepped out. They seemed to be on the level above us, but there was no telling how long it would take for them to feel our presence below.

      There were only a few cars in the garage, but Syeth walked toward a motorcycle off to the side, looking it up and down. Almost immediately, he ripped a panel off from the front and started to pull wires out of the mechanicals. Then, he laughed.

      “What’s so funny about breaking someone else’s property?”

      “We’re in luck. This model is easy to hotwire.”

      I didn’t feel lucky.

      Syeth’s fingers moved over the wires and twisted them together.

      “How do you know how to do that?”

      “I was tracked for electrical engineering in school, just like my dad. I learned a lot more than he ever realized. I threw my tests to get my ImmunoAculate scores down on purpose.”

      “What?” I hissed.

      “It wouldn’t be fair to drag anyone else into my family’s crazy life.” He looked me up and down, and I shivered. Syeth had a way of breaking any barrier between us just by speaking and living his truth. If only I were that brave.

      The motorcycle roared to life, and Syeth hopped on. He reached for the attached helmet and handed it to me.

      It hovered in the air between us, an invitation. I could go with Syeth and find answers or give up and ask him to take me home. With the information about my parents hanging in the balance, I had to know more, but if Esperanza was as brutal as Syeth said, I didn’t want to get caught out like this.

      “What I said is the truth,” Syeth said. “Please, Lora. I need someone to believe in me.”

      Marching footfalls approached from the far side of the garage, and Mom’s suicide note flashed in my mind. I couldn’t stand living a lie. I had to know how she’d ended up in a picture with Syeth’s mother. Determination flooded my body. I had to get to the bottom of the mystery about this family; I couldn’t just forget about everything I’d learned so far.

      I hopped onto the motorcycle and placed the helmet on my head. Somehow, my fingers knew what to do, and before I knew it, I’d secured the helmet under my chin and gotten my arms wrapped around Syeth’s waist. His hands brushed over mine, pressing them against him.

      “Hold on!” he shouted over the roar of the engine.

      We sped out of the garage and into the night. Syeth kept to the shadows to conceal us from the doves. My cheeks burned from the cold, but I’d never felt so alive.
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      The rumbling vibrations under my body slowed when Syeth pulled the motorcycle through an alley behind a fast-food restaurant. The brightly lit sign outlining the name, The Golden Dragon, flashed in the night. I had never eaten there before, but the scent of the food made my stomach growl. I’d eaten enough at dinner, but with the excitement of the chase, I was starving again.

      Syeth led me to the massive and intimidating skyscraper that was twice the size of his building. It towered over us. Everyone knew it was the headquarters for VaxWell. I had only driven by it with Dad and hadn’t been inside. I’d never had the urge to enter until tonight. And now we were about to break in.

      “Put your scarf on again,” Syeth said. “There are cameras at the corners of the building and in the entrance.”

      I wrapped it around my face, tightening the knot at my neck. With the real idea that we could get caught, suddenly Syeth’s plan seemed unfathomable. A sinking sensation weighed in my stomach. How had I ever thought this was a good idea?

      “You’re not going to back out now, are you?” Syeth asked.

      “No,” I said, without conviction.

      “Getting here was the hard part.”

      Only after illegally evading the doves and stealing a motorcycle. The offenses were stacking up against me. Syeth had the money and his parents’ power to get him out of trouble—I’d seen it before. But I didn’t. The more time I spent with Syeth, the more I jeopardized my future. If I was going to fall out of my advantageous pairing with Jarid, it would be a hard landing. I’d most likely end up changed before any questions were asked.

      “How are we going to get in?” I asked, staring at the entrance and waiting for the doves to find us.

      Syeth walked over to a door against the rear of the VaxWell building. “Just like the motorcycle, I’m going to exploit a flaw in the wiring to get inside.”

      “Then what?”

      “I have to hack into the computer inside to get all the information about what happened to Jarid. Once you know what’s really happening, you’ll do what’s right for yourself.”

      Once we were inside the computer, I could find more information about my mother and how Esperanza knew her. I almost wished I would have brought the picture with me so I could have shown Syeth. But stealing from Syeth’s mother would only have added to my problems.

      As we approached, the screen next to the door flashed to a password-protected screen. Syeth removed a small screwdriver from his pocket.

      “What’s that for?” I asked.

      “I need to open the panel.”

      “Will that alert security?”

      “Probably. We’re going to have to be quick.” Syeth smirked, and my stomach flipped. His coolness struck me at each step of the plan. My nerves exploded inside of me while he remained unaffected. He was determined to help his brother, just as much as I wanted to find out about my mother. “Unless you have my mother’s password.” He chuckled to himself.

      The corner of the screen started to turn a shade of red as Syeth tried to remove the front panel. The password from the refrigerator at his house flew to the front of my mind.

      “Wait,” I hissed.

      His hands stopped moving. “What?”

      “Let me try something first.” I touched the screen, and a keyboard appeared at the bottom. For a few seconds, the world slowed as I recalled, with perfect clarity, the string of numbers and letters. I had no idea if it would work, or if it would alert Esperanza of our location, but it was better than breaking the screen and risking security finding us after a breach.

      After typing in the password, I hesitated. Would the doves swarm us now?

      The screen flashed, accepting the password. The door unlocked, and Syeth pushed it open.

      Inside it was dark, but dim yellow lights led the way down a hallway.

      Syeth closed the door and stood in front of me. “How did you do that?”

      “Earlier in your kitchen, something strange happened on the screen of your refrigerator. It turned on and revealed a code. I didn’t know what it meant at the time.” I wasn’t ready to tell him about what I’d seen about my father.

      “That password was sixteen digits,” he said. “Do you have a photographic memory?”

      It was always easy for me to memorize information after seeing it only once. I’d never thought about it too much.

      “How did the code come up on the screen?” Syeth asked.

      “No idea.”

      “Have you always been like this?”

      “I guess.” I couldn’t help the droop in my shoulders; I’d never liked special attention, especially for being different. To others in school, I was smart, and that was all. Jeremy and Dad were the only two people in my life who knew about my incredible memory skill.

      “That’s amazing. What’s it like to remember everything?”

      “Why do you ask so many questions?” Heat rose up from my toes. We had to get back on track.

      “Is it only numbers? Or can you remember images and words, as well?” he pressed.

      “Everything?” My cheeks burned.

      “I had a feeling you were special, Lora.”

      A swell of pride filled me. Syeth’s approval didn’t matter, but it was nice to have.

      “All right, let’s go.” Syeth moved down the corridor as if he were a shadow against the wall. His feet were silent as he slipped through a doorway.

      Now that we were inside, excitement bubbled within me. Finally, I would understand what my mother had to do with Esperanza.

      “Try the code again,” Syeth said from a workstation in front of him.

      The password flowed from my fingers. This time, I didn’t hesitate on the last number as I had before.

      WELCOME, ESPERANZA ROTHKIND.

      My breath caught in my throat. I glanced at Syeth through my periphery. With Esperanza’s password in my mind, there was no telling the wealth of information we’d discover.

      Syeth stared at the screen; the corners of his lips tugged downward.

      “What is it?”

      He shook his head as his lips parted into a small smile. “I can’t believe we’ve got this access. I’m finally going to expose what she did to Jarid and Isra.”

      We went through Esperanza’s messages and files. Syeth searched for Jarid’s name in all of them.

      “Do you think she would use his name?” I asked. “If she’s doing something illegal, wouldn’t he be a patient number or something?”

      Syeth nodded. “Or she wouldn’t put him in it at all. This is all very illegal, but I wanted to cross off all potential mentions. Even in her email.” It seemed as if he’d thought this plan over.

      Again, ripples danced over my skin as if ants climbed all over my body.

      As the screens changed at record speed, I snapped mental pictures of all of the information. I was sure not everything was important, but I had to trust we’d find something. We had to, or else I wouldn’t get any closer to the truth about my mother’s past.

      “Wait,” I said, brushing his hands away from the keyboard. “There. Scroll up.”

      A document with immune scores filled the screen. There were asterisks next to case numbers. Syeth clicked on one. Two scores, one of them highlighted in red.

      Syeth clicked on the red score, and it brought us to a conversation between a man named Davis and Esperanza herself. “I know that name. This guy is on the pairing team.”

      “They’re talking about duplicates,” I said, reading as quickly as possible. My heartbeat sounded out each passing second. The longer we stayed in the lab, the closer we were to getting caught.

      From the documented conversation, it appeared as if Esperanza had signed off on falsified reports of scores to match specific pairings.

      “I don’t believe it,” I said, moving away from the computer. What Syeth had told me about Isra was true. Esperanza manipulated pairing results.

      “Believe it,” Syeth said. “This is exactly the proof I need to show Jarid.”

      Syeth pulled out his phone and took pictures of the screen, scrolling down to complete recording the scheme his mother had created for some unknown reason.

      And then a chat box popped up in the corner of the screen.

      I lunged forward to read it. It was from someone called Hector Flores.

      Mrs. Rothkind, are you at your desk? I need an invoice signed off ASAP if you are.

      “Don’t answer,” I hissed as Syeth put his fingers on the keyboard.

      “If we don’t, he might ask her about it tomorrow. At least once the conversation is over, I can delete it from her account.”

      My lips pinched together as Syeth typed a response.

      Approved. Don’t bother me about this again.

      Once he sent it, he deleted the messages between Hector and us. “We need to go now. We have enough for the moment.”

      “No, not yet.”

      “What are you talking about? This is proof that my mother is not the perfect CEO she shows everyone. This is the reason you need to get away from our family. What else do you need?”

      I needed to know how my mother was involved with Esperanza. But he was right. There was no time to search. We’d already been there long enough.

      Syeth closed out of all the open windows and signed off from his mother’s account.

      We wasted no time leaving the lab and sprinting down the hallway toward the alley. Once we were outside, I inhaled and filled my lungs with the scent of greasy food from the nearby restaurant.

      While I hadn’t found out anything about my mother, I didn’t want to be in the lab any longer than necessary.

      “This is why I warned you to get out when you had the chance,” Syeth said.

      “I’m the one who got us inside there,” I said.

      He handed me the helmet, and I secured the strap under my chin. “Thank you for that. But now you know what type of person my mother is. If she finds out you know more than you let on…” he trailed off. “I wouldn’t want to see you hurt.”

      On the way back to the penthouse, his words rolled over in my mind. I had the perfect excuse to leave. Dad would petition for me to stay home with him without hesitation.

      As the wind whipped around us, I pulled myself closer to Syeth. His brother needed our help, and I couldn’t visualize any other future for myself than finding out how to help him and what my mother had to do with his family. Backing out wasn’t a possibility. Syeth needed to realize that. I wasn’t going to continue to float through life while others made the decisions for me. My mother had had past involvement with a dangerous woman. I had to know what happened between them.

      Her note appeared in my mind, but I imagined the other half giving more information than Dad had let on. Did he even know about Esperanza, or that Mom had known her?

      Since Syeth had stolen the motorcycle, he parked it across the street from the penthouse, and we walked through the lobby to the elevators.

      “They’re not back yet,” Syeth said, glancing at his phone.

      “What about your car?”

      Syeth shrugged. “Once security flags it as one of ours, I can say it was stolen. Mother is so preoccupied with Jarid, she won’t care.” When the elevators sealed us inside, he turned to me. “You’re going to petition to end the pairing, right?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “No.”

      “It’s easy enough.” His gaze raked along my face. “If we tell her about this midnight ride, she’ll undo your pairing in a second.”

      It was easy, but not the plan for me. “You would keep going with this investigation on your own?” I asked.

      “I have to prove that Mother did something to Jarid.”

      “And then what?”

      “I’ll show him the proof. Coupled with his headaches, he’ll have to believe me. I’ll convince him to leave. We could go on the run, maybe out to New California where she can’t reach us.”

      As much as New California scared me, I had to agree that it seemed like the only place to go to get away from their mother. Unless they exposed her to everyone. And yet, I couldn’t help the tugging in my chest that pulled me toward him and his mission. If Jarid and Syeth left, what would happen to me?

      If I went home to stay with Dad for the rest of my life, I wouldn’t be able to share anything without fear of us both getting in trouble for conspiracy. I’d have no pairing, no partner, and live with all these secrets and no answers. I doubted Jeremy would even talk to me about it, either, since he’d been so upset with me the last time I’d seen him.

      The only choice stood in front of me in the form of a determined guy. I took a deep breath and asked, “What if I stick around to help?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Syeth agreed to let me join his mission to expose Esperanza’s plot, if begrudgingly. And with all the information he and I had uncovered that night, the next two weeks went by in a hazy blur. Outside of the last days of classes, I continued my life as if I were completely on board with my pairing.

      Dad and I didn’t speak much. He spent his days at work, leaving early in the morning and coming home hours after dinner. I wasn’t sure if the business had picked up or if Dad found it easier to avoid me. My frustration continued to build, though, as he never apologized for pushing me to get the best score for a pairing and then asking me to stay home with him. He might have known information about my mom and Esperanza, but I couldn’t ask him. Talking about Mom would only upset him even more. Even though I was mad at him, I wasn’t cruel.

      He wasn't the only one avoiding the subject, either. When I heard his van pull up each evening, I closed myself into my room until I went to bed.

      This pattern wasn’t the life I wanted, which made my choice even easier when it came to sticking to the plan like I’d promised Syeth. Dad would forgive me someday, and I would always take care of him.

      On the weekends, I spent the days out of the house. Dad usually liked to work from home on these days, invoicing clients and getting more jobs, so I avoided the house at all costs. I planned dates with Jarid instead. He wanted to spend time in my part of the city for some reason. With his memories of his past altered, I wondered if he felt the urge to get away from his mother, as well.

      Either way, he wanted to know about my parents while we avoided in-depth conversations about his. I feared if I brought up Syeth, then I might accidentally tell him about our late-night heist. I couldn’t risk telling him about what Syeth and I had discovered—not yet. That was up to his brother. And we needed more information before we could form a solid plan to get Jarid away from Esperanza.

      Talking about my parents made it easier for my mind to wander to questions about their lives. How had Mom enjoyed her pairing with Dad? She’d been against most of the government control, but Dad had loved her so much. Had they traveled to the same places Jarid and I did when they’d been starting their lives together? I liked to imagine her smiling face as they’d wandered the streets. Then, I thought of her smiling at that other man in the photograph in Esperanza’s office.

      Jarid’s mother didn’t leave my mind that easily. Each night, I had dreams of Esperanza catching Syeth and me in the lab. I’d seen her enough since then to know that she didn’t suspect either of us of anything of the sort. Though, Esperanza had grounded Syeth for a month after he’d run the red light. But he’d gotten his car back, and I was off the hook.

      It helped our cause that Syeth and I hadn’t been caught together, but that also meant I couldn’t meet or communicate with him, as he was on lock-down at the house and had lost his phone privileges. I wanted to talk to him about my mother and the other possibility of our family’s connection, but I couldn’t risk sneaking away to speak with him.

      The only shining beacon was when Jeremy contacted me to hang out. We made up quickly, falling back into our old habits. Since he was outside of the pairing process, and also my best friend in the world, I gave him an edited version of my life since meeting the Rothkinds. If I went over the top with complaints, I knew he would push me to end it. But, I couldn’t—not while Mom’s past weaved into that of Jarid and Syeth’s family.

      “Any word from Syeth?” Jeremy asked as we walked downtown. The sun shone high in the sky and warmed my bare arms. Since Esperanza had measured me for clothing, more white items appeared on my doorstep every day. Today, I wore a short-sleeved, plain white shirt with leggings sporting a purple stripe down the side. Going along with her wishes was the only thing I could do until Syeth came up with a better plan.

      “No,” I said, “he’s still grounded.”

      We walked into a small cafe, scanning our IDs at the entrance. Esperanza had insisted on connecting our accounts so that I could buy anything I wanted. That was a benefit I’d kept to myself and rarely used. I wasn’t sure Jeremy would approve. We were still friends, but I sensed a divide where there hadn’t been one before.

      “Jarid’s memory issues have been going on for a while. I don’t think there’s any harm in a delay,” I told him. “I want answers, though.” I hadn’t told Jeremy about the break-in at VaxWell or how I thought my mother was involved. He wouldn’t like my plan if he knew I was breaking the law to pursue her. “Jarid is a sweet guy, but I can’t get to know him that well with his memory issues. There’s a block there sometimes which prevents us from getting closer. There’s a lot of conflict within the family, too.”

      “Do you feel as if you’re in over your head?”

      “Not at all,” I said, unsure of why I’d chosen to lie to my best friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day, I received a message from Jarid asking if we could go to dinner together. It would be our first official night-time date. I bet Esperanza was thrilled about it. It was entirely possible she’d been the one to push him on this. She was a clever woman, and I wondered if she understood the reason I hadn’t gone to the penthouse since that night with Syeth. Jarid understood my hesitation, but she wanted to show us off for some reason.

      After tying my hair back just the way Esperanza had asked, I chose a flowing, cream-colored shirt from the new set which had arrived at my house soon after meeting Jarid. I assumed they were from Esperanza, but when I thanked her in person, she waved me off as if to say it was normal. The clothes fit perfectly. I paired the shirt with navy pinstripe slacks. The clothes were much softer than my old ones, and I could see the stark difference in my wardrobe as the whiter colors popped against the navy. Tonight, though, I wanted to rebel a little, and I couldn’t help a smile crossing my lips as I left the house.

      At the restaurant—one of the more expensive ones nearer to Jarid’s place—I scanned my ID and was promptly brought to our table. The interior was all dark, wood-paneled walls and white tablecloths. The style of years before us came back in most areas of Level One, like in Esperanza’s office. Dad and I would never have been able to afford to drink water from a place like this.

      Jarid was already at the table for two by the windows, but his back was to me.

      “Mr. Rothkind,” the host said when we arrived.

      Jarid stood, and my breath stole from my lungs. Most couldn’t tell the difference between the Rothkind twins, but the soft, gentle smile I’d memorized from spending so much time with Jarid was non-existent on Syeth’s pursed lips.

      The host helped me to my seat, and I sat down across from Syeth, my insides seething.

      Once the host left with our orders, I leaned forward scowling at him. “Is this a joke or something? Where is Jarid?”

      “He has another headache,” Syeth said. “I offered to stand in for him. It’s so like my brother to not want to disappoint his pairing. You should thank me.”

      “Thank you? Why?”

      “I’m breaking Mother’s rules to be here. I couldn’t stand another night in that place, though. I suppose I could thank you, as well.”

      “What have you found out?” I hadn’t been cooped up in my house for two weeks, but not hearing from him had made my days stretch way longer than they should have.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      My shoulders sagged. “What do we do next?”

      “We have some proof of Mother wiping Jarid’s memories, but it’s not enough. We need to make another run to the headquarters.”

      “What?” I hissed. “It was too dangerous the first time! Did you look in Esperanza’s office or search anywhere else in the penthouse while you were there for the last two weeks?”

      “Mother appointed Valda to be my babysitter. Currently, she’s watching Jarid sleep in my bed. I can’t search at home without getting caught. She would never expect me to go to the headquarters.”

      As much as I wanted to believe that, there was no way I could go there again. It was a fluke that we hadn’t been caught the first time around. Risking our lives again would break the pairing between Jarid and me, and then I’d lose the ability to get more information about my family. “There has to be another way,” I muttered.

      Syeth opened his mouth to speak, but then he disappeared before my eyes. The electronics in the room had gone out. Syeth’s hand found mine, and we sat there for a minute waiting for them to turn back on.

      When they didn’t, mutterings of panic sprouted all around us.

      “Is this a rebel attack?” someone shrieked, and then we heard other patrons begin filing from the room.

      Syeth’s hand squeezed mine as we navigated through the dining room. His grip was strong, and enough to calm the slamming of my heart in my chest. I couldn’t be in the middle of another attack—the reminder of the boy in the ballroom flew to the front of my mind.

      Outside, the restaurant workers gathered us into a large group next to the building. The other businesses had power, so it seemed as if something had happened to us only.

      Suddenly, Syeth grabbed my arm and squeezed. Hard.

      “Ow!” I said, turning to him.

      He wasn’t looking at me, but at the masked person leaning in between us.

      “If you want to know the truth about Esperanza Rothkind and the memory technology, follow me,” the raspy male voice said, and then he took off.

      Determination filled Syeth’s face before he ran after the man.

      I glanced at the rest of the patrons, all of them whispering about the inconvenience of someone ruining their dinner. I headed after Syeth, running to keep up.

      When we rounded the corner, the guy stopped and pulled off his mask.

      I blinked in confusion. “Jeremy?”

      Jeremy’s goofy grin lit me up inside. “I’m glad you decided to come.”

      “You know this guy?” Syeth asked.

      “We’re friends,” I said, unsure why I felt the need to explain myself.

      “I couldn’t risk anyone spotting me. If you want to learn more, you need to come with me right now. We’re not safe here.”

      Without any more questions, Syeth and I followed Jeremy through the streets. None of us spoke, and I couldn’t help the ache in my chest. I had told him about Syeth and Jarid, yet he hadn’t told me he was a part of the rebel forces? I wondered if he would be able to help now that we both knew.

      Near the park, Jeremy walked up to an electronic box as tall as Syeth. He lifted a panel and glanced over his shoulder before pressing his hand against it. A green light outlined his hand, followed by a click. The larger panel opened before he stepped through. We walked down a steep set of concrete stairs, following a pitch-black path. The only sound was our shuffling feet.

      At the bottom, Jeremy veered off to the side, and we stepped into a vast open space. A dozen desks with wired computer equipment filled the area. Unfamiliar people typed away without giving us a second look.

      “What is this place?” Syeth asked.

      “An old underground VaxWell satellite office. It’s been converted to our purposes.”

      “And what is that?” I asked.

      “Over here,” Jeremy said. “I want you to meet Sarah Hodges.”

      At the sound of the name, a woman looked up at us. Her brown locks were tied back in a long, tight braid. Her wide eyes appeared black in the dimly lit space. She came over and stood in front of us with the same straight back and uniform as the other security patrolling around town.

      “She’s my mentor and security manager at VaxWell. Sarah secretly runs a rebel cell out of this office.” Jeremy smirked at her, sparking a flicker of jealousy within me. “She recruited me shortly after I agreed to join VaxWell.”

      “Were you responsible for the kiosk hacking and the disruption of my ImmunoAculate interview?” I asked.

      Sarah shook her head. “We weren’t responsible for those. There are many rebel groups. We keep distant from each other so that if one goes down, it won’t bring others down, too. But we are all on the same team with different priorities.” She turned to look at the others in the room. “My cell is fighting the memory tech.”

      “What are the other priorities?” Syeth asked.

      Sarah eyed him and then Jeremy before speaking. “There are many. Some are trying to change people’s minds, getting the truth out about the hidden corporate strategy and the virus. Some plan to kidnap or assassinate key corporate figures or destroy corporate infrastructure. But our cell isn’t into killing anyone.”

      That was a relief.

      Sarah continued, “I didn’t know the kiosk hack and interview disruption had occurred. What were the dates?” She sidled behind her desk as I told her, typing away on the keyboard.

      “Our fragmented system isn’t well-executed,” she said, more to herself than anyone. She typed for a few more seconds before she shook her head and focused on us again. “Since Jeremy told me about what you two have been up to, I’m under the impression that you must be investigating the same memory wipe technology we are.”

      “Yes,” Syeth said immediately, stepping forward. His mission was to help his brother, and now we were in a place where the information sat in front of us. “My mother used technology to wipe memories from my brother. The side effects are debilitating—do you have any information on how to reverse it?”

      “Not yet. From the data we’ve gathered, it appears that Esperanza Rothkind is close to perfecting the memory-wiping technology.” Sarah eyed Syeth as if waiting for a reaction. He didn’t flinch.

      My heart thundered in my ears. Syeth and I already knew that Jarid had no memory of Isra. What would New Manhattan be like if Esperanza had perfected technology in her grasp?

      “VaxWell ultimately wants it in place to hold onto their control of information. VaxWell and other corporations in its conglomerate have nearly perfected the art of controlling people by controlling what information they’re exposed to. But, there’s still a hitch in their system.”

      “What’s that?” Syeth asked.

      “If someone within the company learns something, they don’t want that knowledge to be shared and escape informational containment. They’re constantly struggling with defections from team members who leave the corporations, drop off the grid, and become rebels.”

      Syeth snorted as if it wasn’t a stretch to believe that Esperanza would cause this turmoil within her company.

      “If VaxWell succeeds in developing the memory tech, then the corporations will be able to do whatever they want. Once they suspect someone of disloyalty, they’ll have sensitive information removed from their brains in order to eliminate the risk of them defecting to the rebels. Presently, VaxWell has discovered a group of memory-tech researchers who plan to blow the whistle on the memory tech by making it public. Your mother is tasked with wiping their memories before they do.”

      “How do we stop that from happening?” I demanded. Syeth and I had both seen the repercussions of Jarid’s memory wipe. They couldn’t put others in his situation. It wasn’t right.

      “We would like you to join us. To help the rebels free the researchers and figure out how to reverse the memory tech by spying on Esperanza. Being so close to her,” Sarah said, glancing at Jeremy, “you could be the best weapon we have against them.”

      Syeth’s gaze scanned the room, but his mouth stayed shut. A similar apprehension snaked through me. If we worked for the rebels, there was no turning back. Either way, I was a pawn in someone else’s struggle. Joining the rebels would give me access to the information I needed. In two weeks, Syeth had found nothing. In one night with Sarah, we’d become armed with some real truth in a matter of minutes.

      Syeth and I had to solve these mysteries. And it helped that Jeremy was there with us. I trusted him, and he trusted Sarah.

      “I’ll join you if you do something for me,” I said.

      Syeth’s thick eyebrows furrowed.

      “Depends on what it is,” Sarah answered, folding her arms over her chest.

      “I need you to find out more information about my family and their connection to Esperanza and VaxWell.”

      “How are they connected?” Sarah asked.

      Sarah had the resources to help me get some answers. I told her everything about Syeth’s refrigerator, and Dad’s NO BIOLOGICAL RELATION. Then, about the photograph in Esperanza’s office.

      I avoided meeting Syeth’s eyes throughout all of it. He hadn’t known my motivation for helping him until now.

      “It seems like a distraction from our mission,” Sarah said.

      “It’s a fair deal,” Jeremy said. “We need them.”

      Sarah sighed after a moment’s thought and nodded. “Fine. We’ll help you. But the information on your family isn’t a top priority. Our mission is to save the researchers and find out more about the memory tech.”

      Sarah’s gaze slipped to Syeth. “What about you?”

      “I’m in,” Syeth said.

      Sarah quirked a smile. “Good. Now, let’s take them down.”
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      Working for the rebellion made me even more paranoid than I’d already been since Syeth and I had broken into VaxWell. Appearances seemed harder to keep up since Sarah had armed me with more information than I could have imagined. A dull ache radiated at the front of my mind with the seriousness of joining the rebels. If we were caught, Syeth and I would give Esperanza the perfect excuse to try the memory wipe on us, or worse.

      There’d barely been enough time to let the information sink in before we’d been assigned a mission: to distract Esperanza during a VaxWell-hosted event. And with purpose leading my every contact with Esperanza, I worried she’d see the falseness in my smile or the lies in my eyes.

      It wasn’t much different from her own actions around me, but at least she was up-front with her deviousness. She made it clear she didn’t prefer Syeth as her son, and coddled Jarid as if he were a toddler. Given that she was the one who’d debilitated him in that way, I wondered if she maybe had a shred of guilt in her body for what she’d done or if she was completely oblivious.

      The guest list for the event included influential Level One citizens and prominent members of the VaxWell corporation. To Sarah, it seemed like the perfect distraction, offering up enough cover to do what they needed.

      Esperanza insisted on dressing me for the event personally. It was the first time Jarid and I would be coming out to society as a pair. She chose my ballgown, which resembled the fluffy wedding dresses I had seen women wearing in our history books, from the time before Zero. The bodice cinched at my waist before cascading down my legs and whispering out against the floor. I wore flats since I was already tall enough, but no one could tell unless I lifted the skirt. At least I’d be comfortable.

      Syeth and Jarid wore matching white suits, and they both looked more handsome than ever. It was the first time Syeth was allowed out of the house other than him replacing Jarid on our date, but Esperanza remained unaware of that venture.

      Thinking of that night elicited a wave of tingles down the back of my neck. Again, we hadn’t been caught for rebelling against his mother, but how much longer could we keep it up?

      The event took place downtown, and Esperanza asked that we all go together. I didn’t mind. Syeth’s presence gave me strength while Jarid’s calmed me.

      We drove to the event as a group in an extended vehicle. I sat between the twins while Jarid talked about how boring this event was going to be. I smiled and laughed with him but couldn’t help sneaking glances at the silent Syeth next to me. Syeth and I barely spoke in order to keep up the charade of our relationship. No one seemed the wiser.

      Esperanza and Damien focused on their phones without saying a word to each other the entire trip. Valda had the laptop bag between her legs.

      While we kept Esperanza distracted at the event, Sarah and Jeremy had the urgent task of stealing the list of researchers from the laptop so that they’d know exactly which researchers were marked for memory wiping.

      Syeth and I agreed that we would stay with Jarid the entire night. This was our first chance to show ourselves to her friends and colleagues, and Esperanza wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to boast about her son’s perfect pairing.

      At previous events, Valda had remained at the table with the laptop so that it would be at Esperanza’s disposal whenever she wanted it. As VaxWell’s CEO, no one questioned her workaholic nature. As long as we could keep Esperanza away from the table, Jeremy and Sarah would have the opportunity to draw Valda away from it for enough time to do their work.
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        * * *

      

      The ballroom was a stark contrast to the one used for the interviews. Both were in the Level One district, but instead of being decorated in the typical, clean white shades I’d seen before, various shades of red filled every corner of the room—from the carpet to the walls, tablecloths, chairs, and even the place settings. These people liked to color-theme their events.

      My dress wasn’t the most intricate out of everyone’s, but I still felt out of place. Maybe because my heart pounded in my chest at the idea of us getting caught. It seemed to be only a matter of time.

      I spotted Jeremy across the room. He wore a burgundy staff outfit, which matched the room to appear invisible. He didn’t look my way, but I knew he had seen us. I wondered what he thought of my outfit and my being with the Rothkinds. I hoped he didn’t think I was like Esperanza. I was helping the cause, but I still couldn’t get his disappointed expression from the pairing ceremony out of my mind. No doubt, Sarah was somewhere nearby, but in her professional role as manager of security.

      We found our table, and Valda hid Esperanza’s laptop under the table by her seat. I hoped we’d soon move away to another part of the room so Jeremy and Sarah could do their job, but as we arrived, other guests filtered over to us to speak to Esperanza. Within minutes, we were surrounded. There was no way Jeremy could get to the laptop without getting caught.

      Esperanza wore a broad smile as she introduced Jarid and me as a paired couple to her friends.

      When I finally had the chance, I hurried over to Syeth under the guise of needing a glass of water. After sipping from it, I spoke. “What do we do?”

      Syeth glanced around the room. “How about a dance?”

      “Me and you? We can’t do that. Your mother—”

      Syeth chuckled, and I narrowed my eyes at him. This wasn’t the time for jokes.

      “You and Jarid.” For a moment, darkness swallowed his eyes, but it disappeared so quickly I wasn’t sure if I’d seen it at all. “She wants to show you and Jarid off as a perfect pairing for VaxWell. She’ll watch you, and it will lead her away from the table.”

      Why hadn’t I thought of that before? I supposed Syeth was better at rebelling than I was.

      Music poured from the speakers above, and several couples moved across the dance floor in the center of the room. Our table was close to the dancers. If we got Esperanza to follow us, then it would be the perfect chance for them.

      I walked over to Jarid. “Do you want to dance?”

      Jarid perked up. “Sure.”

      As we walked to the dance floor, I tried not to look over my shoulder to see if Esperanza watched us. This was her event, and she’d already showed us off to plenty of people. Hopefully, she’d also want everyone to see the successful product of her work and this pairing.

      Once we were on the dance floor, I stiffened. I wasn’t a bad dancer, but I had an idea that Syeth and Jarid were better. Esperanza had spoken about them taking dance lessons in the past. Maybe he was a good leader, I told myself. If I faltered, Esperanza might rethink her choice in Jarid’s pairing.

      “I can lead if you want,” Jarid said, smoothing his hand across mine.

      “There are so many people,” I said, wanting him to think I was nervous instead of a novice.

      “Just look at me and no one else,” he said, placing his other hand on my waist.

      I did as he asked. We started to move—slowly at first, but as the music swelled, Jarid swooped me around the dance floor. To anyone watching, it might have looked as if we were the perfect couple moving and smiling together. It wouldn’t have been a lie.

      Jarid was the bright sunlight peeking through dark clouds of secrets and lies within his family. He was blissfully unaware, and I couldn’t think about his vulnerability, or about his memory loss, his cluelessness about his life, or even what he wanted to do with himself. His insecurities brought him to my level and made me feel needed within the family.

      With Syeth and me, the chemistry sparked and sizzled. But with Jarid, I wanted to be there for him. For the rest of my life if necessary.

      The two brothers warred in my head as Jarid’s touch lit my body on fire.

      After the third song, I broke out of his trance and glanced around the room. I expected to see Esperanza on the edge of the dance floor, showing everyone around her how perfect a pairing her company had produced.

      Instead, she was gone.

      “Excuse me,” I said to Jarid.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      A movement from the far end of the room caught my eye. Valda slipped through the doorway with the laptop bag over her shoulder. Jeremy and Sarah weren’t anywhere in sight. Had they completed the mission? Or had I failed them?

      I forced a smile at Jarid, not wanting him to suspect anything. “Yes, of course. I need to use the restroom.”

      Without allowing him to stop me, I strode across the room. My dress hindered my full stride, but I pushed through the crowd to get into the hallway to find Valda.

      Once I reached the hallway, the air was much cooler. Dancing with Jarid brought a flush to my cheeks that I could feel even now. I spotted Valda turning the corner, though, and I raced toward her. Without heels, my feet were silent across the carpeted hallway.

      Valda stood with her back to me, and I pressed myself against the wall behind a large potted plant. She touched a small magnetic pad, and it lit up green. Then she keyed in a string of letters and numbers on the touchpad. With one look, I memorized them and waited for her to enter the room.

      We needed that laptop for the mission. I wasn’t going to put us behind because I couldn’t manufacture a distraction to Sarah’s standards. With her steely gaze staring at me from the back of my mind, I walked over to the door and keyed in the code.

      The door opened, and I pushed through as silently as I could. Inside was a large suite with multiple rooms. Valda was nowhere in sight, but I heard movement outside the door I’d just entered.

      The click of the lock forced me backward and into the front closet of the room. I concealed myself the moment it opened and held the door in place so I could see who’d come in.

      “Valda!” Esperanza’s clipped voice called for her assistant.

      “In here,” Valda said, appearing from the side. The laptop bag was off of her shoulder.

      “Did you make the changes?” Esperanza asked.

      Valda tilted her head toward the rest of the suite. “Doing it now.”

      “Good,” Esperanza said. “We need everyone in a particular seat to wipe them. I don’t want to mess this up.”

      “Are you sure it’s progressed enough? There’s a considerable risk of targeting the wrong people. We can’t have the influencers end up like your son.”

      Esperanza’s spine stiffened, and I wondered if Valda was about to be fired for the way she’d spoken to her.

      “His headaches are unfortunate. I regret testing the tech on Jarid first, but you told me it was safe, Valda. So, who is the one to blame?”

      Valda snorted. “I told you it seemed safe. And that we had more testing to do. You insisted that nothing the wipe could do would be more painful than living with the memory of lost love.”

      The silence stretched between them. They must have had this argument before.

      “Get it done,” Esperanza said before leaving the room. The door closed more forcefully than when she’d entered.

      Valda let out a string of curses and disappeared into the suite.

      I waited for a few minutes of silence before sneaking from my hiding spot. I peered further into the suite and spotted Valda at a table. Her back was to me, and she furiously typed on the laptop keyboard. There was no way I could take it from her now. Soundlessly, I let myself out of the room and back into the cool hallway.

      The hallway was devoid of people—witnesses—to what I’d done. Or hadn’t done.

      Inside the ballroom, I couldn’t find Syeth or Jeremy anywhere. I had to let them know Valda had the laptop at another location. I walked inside, trying to keep my hands still and a smile fixed on my face. No one—especially Esperanza—could have any idea of the rebels’ plan.

      “Lora,” Syeth’s voice sounded next to me.

      “I have to tell you something,” I said.

      Syeth glanced around us. We were surrounded by people.

      “Let’s dance,” he said.

      “How can you think of dancing right now?”

      He smirked, and my stomach swooped. “If we get closer to the band, then we won’t risk anyone hearing us.”

      Normally, Syeth had a ruffled look to him, but with his hair gelled back, I could see more of his features. Without my answer, he took my hand and led me to the dance floor. He held me closer than Jarid had, and he was a stronger dancer. He led me without forcing me, and soon enough, we moved as one.

      The conversation between Esperanza and Valda poured out of me. “You were right about Jarid. Esperanza did order Jarid’s memory wiped.”

      Syeth stiffened in my arms. “You know this for sure?”

      “I overheard your mother and Valda talking.”

      His good humor evaporated as his jaw clenched. He opened his mouth to speak even as a hand touched my shoulder.

      Sarah stood there, her wide eyes trying to convey some message. “We need to go.”

      “I should say goodbye to Jarid,” I said.

      Syeth let go of my hand. “He left right before you came back. Told me to tell you goodbye.”

      “Did he have another headache?” I asked.

      Syeth pressed his lips together and nodded.

      “We got the list,” Sarah said over her shoulder.

      I blew out a relieved breath. Following Valda had been a risk, but the confirmation of what Esperanza had done to Jarid was worth it.

      Once we reached the hallway, Sarah turned to us. “We found out the memory tech is further along than we thought. They’re going to target people tonight, but Esperanza is leaving. We need to follow her and find out where she’s housing the development team.”

      “What about the targets?” Syeth asked.

      “We have another sector of our team working on that.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Your memory might come in handy, but we have to do this now.”

      Sarah stared at me, waiting for my response. My memory had proved important before. To help Jarid, I had to agree. “Okay, I’m in.”
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      Syeth and I followed Sarah out of the ballroom and down a hallway opposite of the suite where I’d overheard Esperanza and Valda reveal their true natures. Wordlessly, we made our way through the kitchen and into a back alley. No one bothered to look our way, and I wondered how far Sarah’s reach went.

      A VaxWell security van idled outside, and I froze the moment I saw it. It was an automatic reaction, but I quickly realized I was with a security manager and wasn’t in any danger. Yet.

      The back doors of the van opened, and Jeremy’s familiar face popped out. He wore a security uniform and looked incredibly out of place.

      He blinked at the sight of me, too. Neither of us had ever dressed this nicely in our entire lives. It made sense for him to be surprised, though I hoped he wasn’t angry with me for going along with the Rothkinds. In a way, I’d changed a lot. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to leave Syeth and Jarid now that they’d burrowed their way into my life.

      “Here’s your new gear,” Jeremy said, handing over two security uniforms. “We need to hurry. I have word that Esperanza and Valda are already on the move. I have a tracker in the bag, but I don’t want to get too far behind them.”

      “Lora, I can help you get out of that dress,” Sarah said. “Over here.”

      We tucked behind a stinky waste container. Sarah unzipped the back of my dress, and then I stepped out of it. She turned away while I slipped on the form-fitting pants. They were much thicker than I’d realized, disguising my figure. The shirt and vest were tight against me, as well. At least Esperanza wouldn’t recognize me right away.

      Back at the van, Jeremy handed Syeth and me hats and false IDs. “Pull the brim of the caps over your faces. It will prevent the drones from recognizing you two. If Esperanza suspects anything, she’ll use them to look for you.”

      I thought of the night that Syeth and I had broken into the lab. No doubt Esperanza would have an extra eye out for what Syeth would do now that he was no longer grounded.

      I did as Jeremy asked and got into the van. Jeremy drove while Sarah sat in the passenger seat. Syeth and I sat side by side in the back, next to tinted windows. Between the windows and my new hat, darkness shrouded the van. I didn’t look outside as Jeremy navigated through the busy streets.

      The lights from the city faded as we drove through the Level Two and Three districts. I wondered what Dad was doing right now. He had no idea his daughter was a part of a rebel force, and I doubted he’d approve.

      “What is this place we’re looking for?” Syeth asked Sarah.

      Sarah turned away from her phone to face us. “We found a message on Esperanza’s computer referring to a VaxWell lab off the main campus where they’re developing the technology. We have to find out where it is and try to get into the research files if we can.”

      It did make sense that they’d hide their secret project outside the downtown area. Beyond the fenced-in border were the more impoverished citizens, unable to afford more than the necessary immunizations. They had to be vaccinated frequently. Without the biomods to boost immunity, there was a risk of Zero spreading among them.

      Outside, a metal gate soared toward the sky, running along the street. Anytime I ever came close to these neighborhoods, the towering fences turned me right around. It was a security measure to stop those citizens from getting into the higher districts, for fear of spreading Zero.

      The main street opened into the gate, allowing in the rare visitors. Up ahead, Esperanza’s town car slowed at the gate before pushing through.

      “They didn’t check her ID,” I said.

      “They know her by the license plates,” Sarah said.

      Jeremy tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “We’re not going to be so lucky.”

      Flickering lights in the sky caught my attention. A swarm of doves hovered in the distance. There were more than I’d ever seen in one place before.

      The van slowed in front of the security booth. Three guards held their hands up for us to stop. Their laser guns pointed in our direction and didn’t waver as Jeremy slowed the van. Both Jeremy and Sarah placed their hands open on their laps.

      One security guard—a large, muscular man—peered inside. “ID?”

      Jeremy handed it over.

      My heartbeat roared in my ears as the security guard’s mouth moved. He talked to Jeremy, but I had no idea what he said. Black spots filled my vision, and I tried to take several calming breaths. The fear of security overwhelmed me, though—it had even as a young child when I’d been taught to obey.

      Syeth’s hand brushed over mine, and his presence soothed me like Jarid’s normally did.

      A beam of light shone into my eyes, and I dropped my chin to my chest. The light slid toward Syeth, and he didn’t move.

      “You two—IDs, as well,” he boomed.

      Syeth opened his hand, and I slipped my fake ID into it. He handed them over. For ten agonizing seconds, time seemed to stand still.

      “They’re good,” he said to the other two guards surrounding the van. “You may proceed. Be sure to lock your vehicle if you get out. We aren’t responsible for any of the citizens stealing items from your van.”

      Soon enough, we lurched forward and pushed through to continue our mission.

      “Stay away from the window and cover your face,” Syeth instructed. “These doves don’t miss much out here. There are more here than in the city.”

      My shoulders slumped as I stared at my lap. The drones roared above us, zipping through the sky looking for trouble. I couldn’t believe how much policing VaxWell enforced in this area. I always lived by the rules and never did anything risky, so I’d never been concerned with getting in trouble.

      The way the streets of downtown thrived with people was different than what I saw here; here, no one was out on the street. We passed dingy and dilapidated buildings, their facades appearing to crumble in front of us. Streetlights flickered, but most of them were out. The lack of life made me shiver. The sidewalks heaved with long cracks and valleys. No wonder no one wanted to venture out at night.

      Jeremy pulled the van into a lot with long shadows stretching across it. We were well hidden.

      “She’s back there,” Syeth said, hooking his thumb behind us.

      “We can’t risk her spotting us and knowing we followed her,” Sarah said, undoing her seatbelt.

      “The tracker is still with them,” Jeremy said, holding up a tablet with a map on the screen. A blinking red light slowly moved along a street a few blocks away from us.

      “In case we get separated, there’s a secret club run by the rebels over there.” Sarah pointed to a building across the street. Flickering lights filled the space. “If that happens, we will reconvene there.”

      We exited the van and followed Jeremy. With our uniforms on, no one would bother us. To anyone else, it would appear as if we were vaccinators from VaxWell.

      As we turned the corner, a group of teens appeared behind us. Their loud whoops startled me, and I halted in my tracks. Syeth grabbed my arm to pull me forward.

      “To them, we look like security,” he reminded me under his breath.

      I nodded and walked alongside him.

      They high-fived each other, and it took all of my strength not to turn around to see what they were up to. Two of the teens high-fived in mid-air before running in our direction. It was hard not to move out of their way, but I had the idea that they were trying to provoke us. One of them brushed by me close enough that the wind from their movement peppered my face.

      They raced toward Esperanza and Valda, who were walking together a block in front of us. They still wore ball gowns from the event, and they looked out of place. The teens must have spotted them as Level One citizens and wanted to rouse them.

      Too bad they didn’t get a chance. As they neared, Valda whipped around and pointed her stun gun at them. The biomod patches latched to two of them and they collapsed on the ground. Both writhed on the concrete while the others scattered and ran away.

      My heart leaped into my throat. Security and doves were the least of my problems.

      Esperanza’s rule of the city was unjust. The risk we took in following her suddenly overwhelmed me. Esperanza didn’t seem as if she would stop for anything; she was going to get what she wanted.

      Violence against innocent people was too much, though. The system was so broken. I couldn’t wallow in sadness anymore—only red-hot anger. No wonder Mom hadn’t been able to stand living in the world anymore. Perhaps she’d known more about our society than I’d ever realized. Had she seen these acts firsthand?

      “We have to help them,” I said.

      Esperanza and Valda moved on, crossing the deserted street toward their goal.

      The groans from the teens intensified as we walked closer. Security would come soon to arrest them. I thought of the boy in the ballroom who’d intended for his message to be heard by all. Letting him down was one of my greatest regrets. I had an opportunity to make a difference here, albeit a small one.

      “Leave them,” Sarah tossed over her shoulder.

      “We can’t,” I said as we approached.

      “This is not our mission,” Sarah said.

      “We can’t get caught by the doves,” Jeremy added.

      My friends walked around the teens, but my body took over. I dropped to my knees, grabbing a girl by the arm. “Can you get up?” She looked to be about my age. Her face was streaked with dirt and her clothes were patched together with mismatched fabric. I hated to think of her living conditions.

      “Thank you,” she said, wincing as I helped her to her feet.

      Once she was up, Syeth and I helped her friend. He was much heavier and appeared to have taken a more intense shock than her. He blinked and stared at me as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening.

      Doves whirred above me, and I kept my head down. The mission was critical, but so was humanity.

      “Over here!” someone called.

      The rest of the teens were tucked in an alleyway nearby. I helped the two teens to get under cover of the alley before taking off toward Jeremy and Sarah.

      They stood on the corner across the street. Even without much light, I couldn’t ignore the hard slash of Sarah’s mouth. Jeremy chewed on his lip, as if waiting for Sarah to lead the conversation.

      Syeth lifted his chin toward the other side of the road. “We should go.”

      Sarah started forward with Jeremy on her heels. The risk of getting caught had been worth it to make things a little more right in the world.
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      Sarah’s scowl remained fixed on her face as we continued to follow the path Esperanza and Valda had taken.

      Syeth’s jaw was also set in a hard line, but he didn’t comment on what I’d done. Helping the teens made me feel as if I’d done something right in this messed up world, but Sarah seemed to disagree wholly, and for the first time since meeting her, I didn’t care what she thought. My heart went out to those teens who were trying to survive. Living in Level Three wasn’t as restrictive as this place. Their little rebellion wasn’t going to make a difference, but if they could see the humanity in other people, that might give them faith that they weren’t so alone.

      “Where did they go?” Sarah asked Jeremy.

      He tapped on the screen and shook his head. “We lost them.”

      Syeth charged forward. “How did you lose them?”

      “If Lora hadn’t stopped, we could have eyes on them,” Sarah said.

      “I stopped for like two minutes,” I protested.

      “What about the tracker?” Syeth asked.

      “They must have left the bag in the car,” Jeremy said.

      Sarah let out a string of curses under her breath.

      “They couldn’t have gone far,” Syeth said. “They were right in front of us.”

      “They must have gone into one of these buildings,” Jeremy said.

      Sarah turned, purposefully avoiding my gaze. “We’ll be here all night.”

      “Wait,” I said.

      “What is it now?” Sarah asked.

      It would be a while until she trusted me again. “When I followed Valda earlier, she pressed her finger against a magnetic tablet. It triggered a green light before she put her code in. Maybe one of these buildings has a similar entry method? Then we might be able to locate them.”

      Sarah’s eyebrows furrowed.

      I held my breath, hoping my information wouldn’t end up misleading us.

      She blinked a few times while absently chewing on her lip. “I didn’t think they implemented that tech yet.”

      “What tech?” Syeth asked.

      Sarah shook her head and dug through her bag. “It’s experimental, but if she used it at the hotel, then it might mean they’re using it in other places, as well.” She lifted a piece of metal from inside and held it between us. “They’re all the same since we haven’t quite worked out how to differentiate them effectively.”

      “So, we find the right building, and we find them?” I asked.

      Sarah’s jaw clenched. “Seems like it.”

      At least my information was helpful, even though I knew she still blamed me. There were a lot of buildings nearby, and I doubted Esperanza would disappear from her party for the entire night.

      “Should we split up?” Jeremy asked.

      “No,” Sarah said. “No more splitting up.” I didn’t miss the glare in my direction. “Besides, I only have one prototype. Jeremy, mark off the buildings as we go. We’re going to start with these and then branch out.”

      Sarah walked purposefully toward the closest building. Each building had several entrances, and we tried each one. With every failure, my gut twisted. I didn’t want to think I’d caused this problem, but the longer it took to find them, the worse I felt.

      It wasn’t until we reached the fifth building that the light against the back entrance shone green. The prompt for the code blinked onto the screen.

      “Do your thing,” Sarah said to me. It was my opportunity to prove myself to the team; I typed in the same code as Valda’s. The screen blinked red.

      “Did you memorize it correctly?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I entered this at the suite.”

      “Maybe the codes are different for each location?” Jeremy suggested.

      Sarah looked to the sky and sighed. “At least we know where they are. But we have to get inside to find the researchers.”

      Syeth paced alongside the building. “How about a window?”

      The only window I saw was about nine feet from the ground.

      Jeremy glanced around and found a crate. “Will this help?”

      “We’ll need a bunch to make this work,” Syeth said.

      We searched for sturdy items to stand on and made a pile under the window. There was enough space for two of us to climb at once.

      “Syeth and Lora, you’re the tallest. See if you can get that window open to let us inside.”

      Syeth climbed up first. He tested his weight by bouncing on the surface. “It seems sturdy enough.”

      I scaled the crates and stood next to him. There was just enough room for us to fit side by side. Syeth’s breath fogged the window.

      Rows of computers took up the warehouse space. Technicians sat in front of them, typing away, the screens lighting up their faces as they worked.

      “This is definitely the building,” Syeth called down to Sarah.

      “Can you sneak inside?” Sarah asked.

      “Not without getting caught.” I lifted onto my tiptoes to see if there was another way we could get in. The crates shifted below us, and I slapped my hands onto the window to hold myself steady.

      Two technicians at stations closest to us looked up at the sound. Then they walked over and turned to each other before racing across the room. One picked up what looked like a phone. There was no doubt in my mind that they were calling for security.

      I dropped to the ground. “We need to leave.”

      Syeth climbed down next, and one of the crates fell behind him as we bolted toward the main road. The front door of the building swung open behind us, and three security guards poured onto the sidewalk.

      “Stop!” one called, holding up his gun.

      “Run!” Sarah said, taking off.

      Syeth and Jeremy were on her heels while I fell a few steps behind. The thundering footfalls of the security guards pounded in my ears. Sarah took a sharp right, and the boys followed her. They turned too quickly for me to follow. Instead, I went straight and hoped I could catch up to them on the other side of the building.

      “Get them!” one guard called.

      As I turned the next corner to head off my friends, I glanced over my shoulder. Two of the guards were gone, and there was one left chasing me. I pumped my arms harder to keep ahead of him, but he quickly gained on me. Thinking to lose him, I sprinted down an alley. The next main road was far ahead of us, and if he caught up, no one would see him shoot me. My eyes filled with tears blurring my vision.

      A person appeared in front of me and I skidded to a stop.

      But he didn’t wear the same uniform as the guard.

      Three more people—no, teens—fanned out behind him.

      “Don’t move any closer,” the guard at the opening of the alley said to them.

      I backed behind a massive container. I had nowhere to go.

      Five more teens joined them. I peered out from behind the container. They soon had the guard surrounded. His eyes widened, but he held his stun gun in front of him. Even if he took down a few of them, they still outnumbered him by a lot. And all the teens I could see had hatred in their eyes for the guard. A few of them pounded their fists into their open hands, itching for a fight.

      “This is against regulations. Going after a security guard is a serious offense,” the guard said in a booming voice.

      “What guard?” one of the boys asked. His hair was blond and spiky. “If they can’t find a body, they can’t prove anything.”

      They moved in closer. The guard took two of the teens down before they knocked the weapon from his hands. I couldn’t help watching the violence against the guard. The teens had his arms around his back as he struggled to break free.

      “Here,” someone said in a muffled voice.

      I turned to face a girl wearing a gas mask. Her dark hair cascaded over her shoulders. The mask looked as if it were left over from when Zero had struck the country. I couldn’t see her eyes behind the foggy eye holes.

      She held her hand out and dropped something into mine before heading toward the group with the guard.

      The octagonal token was light in my hand. On the side facing up, it read FIND PERFECTION. On the other side was a string of letters and numbers. I committed it to memory before slipping the token into my pocket.

      I wanted to thank her and ask more questions, but I needed to find the others. While the teens kept the guard busy, I ran in the other direction. It took a few minutes to orient myself with the area. All of the buildings looked the same.

      When I came upon a familiar set of crates, I ducked into the nearest doorway. I had made it back to the building with the researchers. I had the opportunity to complete the mission or go back to safety. A part of me wanted to find Syeth, but if I could prove to them that I was an asset for something other than my photographic memory, then Sarah might help me even more with finding out about my mother.

      I took a deep breath and came out from my hiding spot to find out what Esperanza was up to.
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      I hoped that the others were safe at the club. Various scenarios flitted through my mind. All of them involved my friends getting carted away by security, and I tried not to dwell on the negatives.

      Sarah would forget my mishap from before if I brought back what she wanted from the lab. At least, I hoped she would.

      Two doves flew in my direction, and I pressed my body against the building and turned my face away from them. They moved past me, in the direction of the fight with the teens and the guard. I couldn’t help but wonder how much the teens had planned to help me or if they’d only wanted to fight security and I’d given them the perfect opportunity.

      The building stood around a corner. There wasn’t any security outside, but that didn’t mean reinforcements weren’t on the way. I knew how stupid this plan was, but my gut propelled me toward it. It had been hard enough to get us to this point. I couldn’t leave without the opportunity to get inside. One person seemed easier to sneak in than four, too. Sarah would have to forgive me once she realized the sacrifice I’d made, putting myself at risk.

      Once more, I reached the building and kept close to the shadows across the wall to conceal myself from any wandering security. I stood under the window we’d tried to enter before. I didn’t dare peer through the glass, and instead rounded the corner to the next side we hadn’t checked. This door had a keypad, as well.

      Sarah had a key for it, but I didn’t recall Valda using one at the suite.

      I already knew her code didn’t work, but Esperanza’s was still fresh in my head. Maybe Valda hadn’t been allowed inside on her own? From their argument before, I could see Esperanza keeping her cards closer to her chest and not allowing Valda to roam wherever she wanted.

      My hand brushed against the pad, and it lit up green before blinking out. I could have sworn it had stayed lit for Valda. My theory about the key didn’t hold much weight while the blinking line on the screen waited for me. Without thinking, I keyed in the same code for Esperanza’s computer and held my breath.

      Seven seconds went by before a click sounded against the door.

      A breath whooshed out of me as I turned the handle and pulled it open. I wasn’t sure what to expect on the other side. Security was the most likely threat, but pitch-black darkness loomed in front of me.

      “Not so fast,” a voice said.

      I whipped around, expecting a fight until recognition settled my nerves. Syeth.

      “You scared me. Why would you do that?”

      The moon outlined his body, bathing him in a white glow. Even though a shadow crossed his face, his smile sliced through the anger within me. I had the urge to both punch and embrace him at the same time. He was safe. At least that gave Sarah and Jeremy a chance.

      “What happened to you?” he asked.

      There wasn’t enough time to tell him about the other teens. Once we were safe, I’d tell him how they’d saved me from getting caught. I wanted Sarah around to let her know that, because of my good deed, I wasn’t trapped inside of a security van. “I got away. Where are Sarah and Jeremy?”

      “I lost them, too. I was on my way back to the club when I saw you. Are you hurt?” Concern filled his eyes.

      “I’m fine.”

      “It seems like you’ve found a better way to get inside.”

      “I used your mom’s code again. If we can complete the mission, then this entire trip won’t be wasted.”

      He glanced over my shoulder. “Okay.”

      I had a suspicion that he didn’t mind that so much. Neither did I. Sarah was intelligent, but she wasn’t the best leader. Especially now that she already had it out for me.

      Syeth pushed through the doorway and closed the door behind him, plunging us into darkness. His hand brushed against me before he twined his fingers through mine. “So neither of us gets lost.”

      I let out a small noise of acknowledgment, grateful for his explanation. It was ridiculous to think of Syeth in any way other than as the brother of my pairing, but still, I couldn’t resist the fluttering in my stomach at his closeness.

      The gentle humming of machinery whirred throughout the space. It would keep the sound of our footfalls hidden from anyone spotting us, but it was only a matter of time before we ran into someone. Syeth and I moved through a dark corridor, checking the walls for any doors. Each of them was locked, and with no keypad to offer a way of opening them.

      “So, where do you think we’ll be able to find information on the researchers?” I asked. Before, Sarah had been with us. She was the one with the plan. Right now, we were grasping at nothing.

      “There’s supposedly a lab here,” he said.

      A blinking light flickered in the darkness.

      “Did you see that?” I asked, pointing ahead.

      “Yes,” he said, his breath tickling my cheek.

      Syeth pulled me forward until the blinking light was right in front of us. The green light illuminated the hard, concentrating lines of his face. He pulled a small tool from his pocket and shoved it behind the light.

      I glanced behind me to see if anyone else was coming. We were alone.

      Syeth didn’t look up as he flipped the panel open and started to cut and twist wires together.

      “What are you doing?”

      Syeth tucked the tool into his mouth and flipped the panel closed. The screen blinked twice before a map appeared on it.

      The warehouse had two floors, one of them underground. All of the rooms were labeled except for one on the second floor. I had a hunch that was where we needed to go.

      “Right here,” I said, tracing my finger across the screen. “This elevator will take us to the second level.”

      “Do you need more time to memorize it?”

      “Nope.”

      Syeth left the panel where it was, and we started forward.

      A flash caught my eye.

      “Wait,” I said, taking his hand. “This place seems abandoned, but it’s not.”

      “Silent alarms,” he said.

      Along the hallway were at least ten flashing green lights.

      Syeth tapped his tool against his hand. “If we trip them, we’re going to have a lot more problems than not being able to see.”

      “What can we do?”

      “I can do what I’m good at.”

      We navigated toward the closest alarm. Syeth took his time removing the panel and cutting the wires. Each of them caused the light to go out, but then the next one would seem to burn brighter still, as if challenging us to fail.

      Syeth was more talented than I’d thought. I wondered what Esperanza would think of her son if she knew his real talents. Though, I doubted she cared.

      “Is that the last one?” I asked when we reached the end of the hallway.

      “Looks like it,” Syeth said.

      “The elevator should be right ahead.” I took the initiative, leading the way forward. We’d already overcome the alarms. We were so close to getting the information we needed for the rebels. The taste of victory sweetened my tongue.

      I smoothed my hands over the walls in search of the button for the elevator. Syeth and I touched it at the same time. His hand lingered on mine. When the doors opened, the light blinded both of us. I stepped back, shielding my eyes, while Syeth stepped in front of the doors. He squinted, but he wasn’t letting the elevator go.

      Inside, the walls and floors were stark white, save for a metal railing along the middle of the three walls of the elevator. Syeth pressed the button for the second floor, and we ascended.

      “What if someone is there when the doors open?” I asked.

      “Then we figure it out when that happens.”

      That didn’t give me much confidence.

      We landed at the second level, but the doors didn’t open. Syeth pressed the button again. Then, a screen lit up near the panel. An outline of a hand appeared in front of us.

      “A handprint?” I was at a loss for what to do now since, though I was good at memorizing strings of letters and numbers, I certainly couldn’t change my handprint.

      “I’ve seen this before,” he said. “It’s one of the more specialized scanning techs.”

      “Of course it is.”

      Syeth’s lips parted, showing a wide smile. “Don’t lose faith in me. At school, they taught me how to troubleshoot these.”

      “They obviously put their trust in the wrong person.”

      He grinned and yanked the top panel open to reveal a bundle of wires of assorted colors. There were at least a dozen—way more than the alarms downstairs had.

      Questions and doubt filled my mind as his fingers delicately chose the wires he thought necessary for him to get the doors to work. I looked toward the ceiling. Would someone know we were down here? What if Esperanza was on the other side of the doors? What then?

      “Got it,” he said as the doors swung open.

      I took a few steps back as I scanned the wide-open space. Computer terminals lined up along the tops of long tables in the sterile-clean room.

      Syeth and I walked off the elevator, him a few steps ahead of me.

      My gaze focused toward the end of the room. An empty white chair sat in front of a screen. An arm curved above the chair, and on the end of it was a transparent dome—big enough to fit a person’s head underneath it.

      The computer terminals idled with the logo of a company called BioPure.

      “What’s BioPure?” I asked.

      “They own the VaxWell corporation.” Syeth touched the screen of the nearest computer, and a password prompt appeared. I typed in Esperanza’s password, and the box shook before it went black.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Remember I mentioned those silent alarms?” he asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think you tripped one.”

      My entire body tensed. “We need to leave.”

      “We can try another computer,” he said. “If we can get into their system, then we’ll have access to the memory wipe information.”

      I scanned the room. There were a lot of terminals, and I doubted Esperanza’s password would work on a different computer if it hadn’t worked on this one. Syeth wanted information just as much as me, but we couldn’t get caught when we’d already broken through their alarms. Either of us might end up in that chair if they found us.

      “What about Valda’s password?” Syeth asked, waking another terminal.

      My hair was hot and messy around my face. I pressed my hand against my pocket, looking for my bobby pin.

      And instead of a pin, I traced the outline of the token the girl had given me.

      Lifting it from my pocket, I showed it to Syeth.

      “What is that?”

      “Maybe a longshot.”

      I typed in PERFECTION as the username and put the string of letters and numbers in the password box. The screen flickered, but the boxes didn’t shake. Instead, a new screen appeared with access to files.

      “You did it,” Syeth said.

      “I did it,” I repeated mechanically. No, the girl did it. If I ever saw her again, she was getting the biggest hug in the world.

      Syeth took over and sped through the files. I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder every few seconds, expecting the elevator to open and security to march in to arrest us.

      “I can’t believe this,” Syeth said. “It’s all here.”

      I couldn’t help grinning. “Can we send Sarah the information? We should get out of here.”

      Syeth brought up a browser and entered the mail-drop address she’d given us during our briefing on the mission. At least if we were caught, they would have everything we knew. Though, I hoped we would get out of this place unscathed.

      Finally, Syeth closed out of the browser and put the computer to sleep. If anyone came in here, they wouldn’t suspect we’d been on the computer.

      Syeth’s eyes were filled with hope for his brother and giving his mother what she deserved. “Let’s go.”

      We turned toward the elevators just as the doors slid open.

      I spotted Valda as Syeth grabbed my hand and pulled me under the nearest table.

      Valda charged into the room, her eyes wild and murderous. She lifted her gun in our direction. “Don’t move or I’m taking you both down right here!”

      Syeth tugged me behind him until the computers and table were the only things protecting us.

      Valda opened fire. Her shots sailed over the computers and under the table. We moved away from the elevators toward the back of the room. Soon enough, we were trapped. The elevator was our only exit.

      A wall jutted out next to the chair, giving us a chance to get cover from the biomod patches Valda was shooting at us. She hadn’t seen our faces or recognized us, so her itchy trigger finger continued to fire.

      “She’s reloading, come on,” Syeth said.

      We burst from our hiding spot and curved around the wall toward the small bathroom off to the side.

      I shoved the door closed and locked it.

      Valda’s heels echoed on the other side before the knob of the door started to shake.

      A stream of light filtered through a closed window next to us. It seemed to be the only escape other than the elevator. I rushed over and gripped the edge, pushing it upward, but it didn’t move. I tried pulling it with the same result.

      “It’s stuck,” I said.

      Syeth and I tried together, and my heartbeat rushed in my ears. This was it. We were going to get caught. At least Sarah and Jeremy would have the information they needed to continue the rebellion. Would I remember them the next time I saw them?

      The glass exploded, and I jumped back. Syeth handed me one of his boots and pulled his shirt over his head. I barely had time to admire the hard lines of his chest as he wrapped the shirt around his hand to push the broken glass aside.

      Without hesitation, I straddled the window’s edge and jumped out onto the fire escape.
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      The metal fire escape rattled as Syeth and I rushed down the steps. I imagined Valda targeting Syeth because he was closest. Other than her threat from above, though, it was clear that the flashing lights in the building had alerted the rest of the technicians and security that there’d been a breach.

      “There’s nowhere for you to go,” Valda said from above. “Security is on their way.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at her stun gun pointed in our direction. But she would waste a shot. The fire escape stairs had small grates, and a patch would never make it through.

      Syeth shoved the sliding ladder down until it crashed onto the ground. If there were security nearby, they would have heard it. We scurried down the ladder. Syeth reached the ground first and turned to help me down the last rungs. Then we took off.

      We turned the corner and skidded to a stop. Three security guards stood at the opposite end of the building, staring upward.

      Syeth and I went back. We spotted Valda coming down the fire escape.

      “We need to get away from here,” I said breathlessly.

      The familiar zip of the stun patches whizzed behind us, but Syeth and I didn’t look back. Valda’s voice carried, shouting at the security guards to run faster.

      We weaved through alleys until the pounding footsteps of the security guards faded to nothing.

      The doves still moved through the sky, but with our hats and security outfits, they didn’t seem able to home in on our position. Syeth had been right about the glitches with the doves, and I suspected that was one reason for Sarah’s choice of uniforms for this mission.

      Since security watched the area around Esperanza’s secret warehouse, Syeth and I walked the long way around to the club. Each time a dove soared above us, we pressed tighter against a building, keeping still with our faces covered by the brims of the hats. Our trek seemed to take forever, but I had a chance to slow my breathing to a normal level. The further we got from Valda, the more I was able to appreciate the fresh air soaking into my lungs.

      Somehow, we’d gotten away; now, we just had to find Jeremy and Sarah.

      Since we’d arrived in this part of VaxWell, there hadn’t been people on the streets, but when we arrived at the club, I was surprised to see a line outside.

      Syeth approached the bouncer at the front of it—a massive guy with rippling arm muscles and a t-shirt closer to my size than his.

      “We can’t skip the line,” I said.

      “Sarah told them we were coming,” Syeth said. “We can get in quicker this way.”

      Syeth was right. The moment the bouncer saw us, he moved aside, and without another word, we entered the club. A few of the teens waiting in line mumbled and groaned about him letting us in before them. Little did they know what we had gone through. Besides, Syeth still held his shirt in his hands. Small pieces of glass stuck out from it, and I doubted he wanted to wear it with the state it was in. We needed to find something else to wear before the real security caught us in their uniforms.

      Music pumped through the speakers at ear-shattering levels, and colored lights scanned over the crowd. My shoulders relaxed even though the stimulation was overwhelming. We were safe, but we had to find Sarah and Jeremy. We walked the room three times before settling into a dark corner of the space.

      “We need to change out of these clothes,” Syeth said.

      “I don’t suppose anyone here might be willing to give up their clothing?”

      Syeth grinned and gestured for me to follow him. We made our way down a dark hallway with the flashing lights behind us bouncing off the walls.

      He pushed through a few doors until we entered a space with lockers lined against one edge of the room. Syeth opened them one by one.

      I crossed my arms. “You’re going to steal clothes?”

      “I’ll leave this behind,” he said, holding up his shirt. “We need to blend in.”

      Syeth tossed me a shirt and skirt from one of the lockers. Both were black with pink stripes cutting through the fabric. Surprisingly, they fit.

      “Do you think they went back to the warehouse?” We’d fled the scene in such a hurry that Jeremy and Sarah could have been there, too. What if they were captured after looking for us?

      “They’re smart. I’m sure they’re fine,” Syeth said, pulling on a white shirt and dark jeans. “Do you want to take a break and dance?”

      “How can you think of dancing at a time like this?”

      Syeth shrugged. “We went through a lot tonight. I thought we could have a little fun.”

      It didn’t take much convincing as Syeth took my hand and led me back down the hallway. After the restrictive gown and the heavy security outfit from earlier, the new clothes I wore felt light and airy.

      We were no longer in danger, and our hands fit so well together. Adrenaline still coursed through my body. I wasn’t sure what made me agree, even as Syeth led me through the crowd to a spot in the center of the room. I wanted to believe it was to get a vantage point if Sarah and Jeremy arrived.

      There were so many people. I had no choice but to move closer to Syeth than the strangers behind me. His eyes locked on mine as his hands brushed over my waist. Someone bumped me, and I held onto his shoulders to keep myself upright.

      We moved together then, looking at each other as if navigating a silent language only we spoke. I gave in to my impulses and allowed myself to relax. My head tilted back, and I closed my eyes, reveling in the feeling of Syeth being so close to me. I was more myself with Syeth than Jarid. While Jarid was kind, he unwillingly gave into the system while Syeth wanted to fight for what was right. Working with him toward a better life was all I wanted. Our lives had more meaning together than separate. Here, I had someone to belong to without a computer making that choice for me.

      Syeth’s hand caressed my cheek, bringing me back to the present. He licked his lips, and I stared at them. I’d never wanted to kiss anyone more than him at that moment. As if he had the same idea, we stopped dancing, and his mouth moved closer, breaking the distance between us.

      The music cut off suddenly, and I jolted out of his embrace. The lights came on, revealing the faces of the sweaty teens around us.

      “Security!” someone shouted, and everyone pushed for the door.

      Syeth held me against him. “We need to find another way out.”

      I couldn’t think about how we were going to escape this part of town without Sarah and Jeremy, but the moment we met the cool outside air, I knew we weren’t going to be seeing them again tonight.

      Security forces were already in the process of stunning and arresting teens who tried to run away from them. But I didn’t care about them any longer, not when Esperanza was making her way toward her son and me. The twist of her lips didn’t hide her disappointment.

      “She can’t know anything,” Syeth said.

      “Thank goodness you’re okay,” Esperanza said, morphing into her sickly-sweet, high-pitched voice again as she wrapped me in a tight embrace which reminded me more of a python’s grip than a relieved hug. She glanced at my clothes and wrinkled her nose. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I said.

      Esperanza eyed Syeth. I moved away from him, not wanting her to have any idea how much I preferred him to Jarid. That would end the pairing in seconds, and I needed the connection with the family to keep up the ruse of the mission.

      “Security informed me that rebels were captured a little while ago in this area.” Esperanza’s narrowed eyes were calculating, and I wondered how much she knew, or if she was only trying to get us to admit what we had done. “I didn’t expect to find you two here. When did you leave the party?”

      “You know how much I hate those things,” Syeth said, turning on his uncaring attitude. Now that I knew him better, I understood why he put up walls around himself with her. “I thought Lora could use a little fun since Jarid left so early.”

      “Lora, I’m quite disappointed in you. I wish you would have told me you weren’t having fun.”

      As Esperanza’s attention moved to the crowd around them, Syeth shook his head slightly. I understood his meaning. We were safe for now.

      “Valda!” Esperanza called for her assistant.

      A breath caught in my throat as Valda walked over to us. “Take Syeth to the penthouse. I’m going to escort Lora back to her home.”

      “Not a problem,” Valda said, glancing at the teens around us. No doubt, she wanted to get out of the neighborhood.

      I risked a glance at Syeth. It appeared as if Valda had no idea we were the rebels she’d been chasing earlier.

      If we kept our night a secret, the mission would continue.
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        * * *

      

      During the ride home, Esperanza sat next to me in the back of her car while a security guard drove. On any other night, I doubted she would have bothered to bring me home herself. She wanted information, clearly, but she wasn’t getting anything out of me.

      “Now that my son isn’t influencing you, I need you to tell me the truth about tonight,” Esperanza said in a calm voice. It held an edge to it, so I chose my words carefully.

      If she knew we’d been in the warehouse, then she would have had me arrested earlier. She might be fishing for information, but I wasn’t going to bite. Even though there’d been silent alarms at the warehouse, I hadn’t seen any cameras. If there had been, she would have had the proof she needed. The lab’s work must be so secret that they didn’t use video surveillance. With that, the information could more easily get leaked to the public.

      “Just as he said. Syeth talked me into going with him on a secret trip to the club.” Syeth would stick with his story, so I had to do the same. “I didn’t want him to go alone and get hurt.” I batted my eyelashes and widened my eyes as if I feared getting into trouble.

      Esperanza sighed. “You need to shape up, Lora. Jarid is your pairing. He’s a good boy, and you shouldn’t bother yourself with Syeth. It might be best to forget he’s even a member of the family.”

      My throat clenched. No wonder Syeth hated his parents. How could any mother speak about her son that way?

      “He’s a disappointment, a black sheep. Definitely worse than his father.”

      Damien? From the moment I’d met them, Esperanza and her husband seemed to argue more than speak civilly, but I would never have expected her to compare her husband to Syeth like this. It seemed as if she only cared for Jarid. Still, while it was a sad truth about the family, it didn’t make me want to give her any more information.

      “You won’t spend any more alone time with Syeth,” she instructed. “Got it?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “This is your last chance. In ten days, I’m going to scan your mind to see if you broke my rules. You don’t want to disappoint me again.”

      My jaw dropped, but I recovered quickly. She already suspected something was going on between Syeth and me. I couldn’t confirm it. Then, she might push the scan sooner. I knew this wasn’t a part of a typical pairing, but this wasn’t a typical family. If I wanted to fight for the rebels, sacrifices had to be made—even if that meant changing how I felt in my heart.

      I drew in a steadying breath. “Of course, Esperanza. Anything for Jarid.”

      The smile across her face forced an icy chill down my spine. I held onto my resolve, yearning for the day when Syeth and I could take her down for good.
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      “Good morning, Lora,” Dad said, walking into the kitchen earlier than usual.

      I smiled at him, and he returned a smile of his own. The corners of his eyes crinkled, showing his age. In the last week, we hadn’t argued about the pairings or talked about Mom. I’d started to believe that he would eventually be okay with my pairing to Jarid.

      The oatmeal steamed from the pot on the stove and I scooped a serving into a bowl. I wondered what Syeth had for breakfast that morning. Probably a three-course meal with fresh food that didn’t taste like cardboard.

      Dad took the bowl from me and made a show of smelling the food. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Dad sat down, and I turned to the pot again, stirring the oatmeal absently. The weight of the other night pressed against my shoulders. If Dad had been disappointed in me before for not sticking around to help him in the future, he’d never speak to me again if he found out I was part of a rebel force against VaxWell.

      In the time since that mission, Sarah had only messaged me once. A brief response to that night, telling me to play along with Esperanza while awaiting further instructions. At least she and Jeremy were safe. He was the only one who had kept me up to date, sharing that the rebels had regrouped and combed through the lab files that Syeth and I gathered that night. I wanted to tell Syeth, but that would alert Esperanza to something more going on between us.

      As I thought of Syeth, Jarid’s adorable grin flew to the front of my mind and warmth pooled in my stomach. With Esperanza preventing Syeth and me from talking to each other, Jarid and I spent every free moment together. His headaches weren’t getting any better, but I was happy to be there for him when he had an attack. Every time, it made me hate Esperanza even more for doing this to him. It seemed strange that he had no idea what she’d done, and I pitied him for living with such a monster.

      “We’re doing well lately,” Dad said, talking about his business. His voice brought me out of my thoughts.

      I turned from the stove with my half-empty bowl of oatmeal and listened, wishing I was with Jarid. Syeth’s devilish grin appeared in my mind, but I immediately shook the image away.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Jarid messaged me to meet him at the Central North Botany Park. It was in the center of the Level One territory— a large, domed area covering the trees and grass underneath. It was the one place in the city with vegetation for public viewing. VaxWell officials deemed it restricted to those whose immunity was the highest: Level One citizens.

      I’d never been inside before, and I couldn’t wait to go with Jarid. To follow Esperanza’s wishes, I wore all white and tied my hair back. A wooden carriage zipped across the path near the park, and I moved onto the curb to get out of the way. That was until I heard my name.

      Jarid stuck his head out of the back of the carriage and waved. A smile spread across my lips.

      “You didn’t!” I squealed.

      “If you’re going to visit the park, this is the way to do it,” Jarid said as the carriage slowed to a halt. The driver sat under a covered canopy and didn’t move as Jarid hopped out to escort me inside.

      For a split second, I wondered if he and Isra had gone riding through the park together. I had no idea what she looked like, but it suddenly felt as if she was supposed to be there when I was just a replacement chosen by his mother. But then his hand brushed against my cheek, and I melted into his touch.

      I climbed inside and sat against the plush seat, sinking into it. There wasn’t much room between us, and Jarid’s leg pushed against mine.

      The carriage bucked as it began moving, and I grabbed onto the door handle to keep myself steady as it rolled over the streets. When we entered the dome, though, the entire world outside the carriage turned vibrant shades of green with all the plant life inside.

      It was as if we had stepped into a jungle, pulled from the pages of a book. “This is absolutely beautiful.”

      Jarid’s smile faded. Had outside all been a show? We didn’t talk about the night of the party when I had disappeared with his brother for most of the night. Esperanza wanted Jarid and me to be together, so I doubted she would give him the details, but I wondered if his unpredictable twin had told him about us almost kissing. Syeth had wanted me out of the picture from the first day we’d met, so I wouldn’t have put it past him to tell Jarid and nudge his brother into letting me out of the pairing.

      If I apologized, then maybe I would have a head start if Syeth hadn’t told Jarid yet. Maybe he wanted to see what I said first.

      “About the other night,” I said.

      Jarid stiffened, but turned his gaze to mine. His eyes were wary but hopeful.

      “I’m sorry I snuck away from the party without telling you. Syeth said he was leaving, and I didn’t want him to get into trouble.” With all the lies I told Esperanza, it had become too easy to say them to Jarid. My chest ached with guilt.

      “Did you have fun?” he asked.

      If he’d been Syeth, I’d have sensed a question under that question. A sneaky way of getting information out of me. Not now, though. And this was my opportunity for honesty. I wanted him to know I liked his brother, but not in the way he possibly thought. “I did. I haven’t been to a club like that before.”

      Jarid smiled, and my stomach swooped. His hand reached for mine, and I accepted his. “I was hoping to hear from you after the party.”

      That confirmed the fact that Esperanza hadn’t told Jarid anything about the club, and neither had Syeth. I couldn’t help thinking it was a test, but I wasn’t going to implicate myself any further. The almost-kiss had been a mistake. This boy in front of me was the one I wanted. It was fate that we’d met, and I never wanted to see him sad again.

      “It was late.” A lame excuse, but it seemed to work. From his sigh, I knew we were getting back to a better place between us.

      Our shoulders bumped with the movement, and a shock of tingles skittered across my skin. “I like to dance, too. But with my headaches, I can’t go clubbing with Syeth anymore.” He sighed before continuing. “From my parents’ relationship, and other pairings I know, I understand why people end up with frustrated desires. Pairings are just pairings. If you don’t want to be with me, you can say so.” His eyes met mine, and a breath caught in my throat. Did he think that was how I felt about him? “I’d rather you get a chance to figure out what you want now instead of bottling it up and resenting me fifteen years down the line.”

      “That won’t happen,” I said, squeezing his hand.

      Jarid nodded and turned in his seat. He pulled me closer, and his gaze dropped to my mouth. “All I want is honesty. Just don’t lie to me and don’t keep secrets. That’s all I ask.”

      “Okay,” I said, my breath catching in my throat.

      Jarid’s hand brushed a stray chunk of hair from my face and moved it behind my ear. We were so close that I could have sworn he could hear my racing heart.

      He leaned in, his lips brushing mine, and I inhaled sharply on discovering how soft his lips were. He closed the gap between us and kissed me. I melted into his touch as his hand smoothed down my neck, holding me close to him. It was my first kiss ever, and it didn’t disappoint.

      I couldn’t help frowning when he pulled away. He smiled, offering one more peck before draping his arm over my shoulder and tugging me close as the greenery around us created the most magical setting for a first kiss. I settled against him, resting my head on his shoulder. Somehow, we’d taken a tough situation and turned it around for good. Our relationship was fine, and as long as Jarid was by my side, it always would be.

      The carriage ride ended too soon even though it had offered us nearly two hours of admiring the greenery. We hadn’t engaged in any more kissing, but Jarid and I had talked as if we were getting to know each other all over again.

      Finally, Jarid peeled himself off the seat and opened the carriage door. We were outside the dome again. I wanted to use Esperanza’s money so we could pay for another loop, so that the carriage ride wouldn’t end. But I also wanted nothing from her.

      The driver of the carriage came into view then, and my pulse spiked.

      Jeremy caught my eye under his rimmed cap and pressed a finger to his lips, quick enough for Jarid to miss. He had come to tell me something. I just had to get us the needed privacy. Across the street stood an ice cream vendor, and an idea sparked.

      “Jarid, can you get us ice cream?” I asked.

      Jeremy tried to conceal a smile. “Sure.” He must have thought I wanted to drag out the date as long as possible. He wasn’t wrong, but not completely right, either.

      “I’ll stay with the carriage so someone else doesn’t take it from us.”

      Jarid eyed Jeremy, but with a reassuring smile from me, he loped across the street toward the cart.

      My skin heated as I remembered kissing Jarid mere feet away from Jeremy. It didn’t appear as if Jeremy was aware of that as he dutifully stood at attention next to the carriage before pretending to check the wheels.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “You could have been caught.”

      “I know,” he said. “I was supposed to get a message to you at your house, but that didn’t work out. I paid the real driver to leave so I could give you a message. This seemed like the best way. And I’ve always wanted to drive one of these things.” His lopsided grin shined up at me.

      Considering I was the one who’d gotten Jarid across the street, I wasn’t sure about Jeremy’s plan. Obviously, something had gone wrong, but he wasn’t telling me all of it. That didn’t matter, though. “What’s the message?”

      His gaze darkened, and serious-rebel-Jeremy returned. “We determined that that chair you discovered in the warehouse is a memory scanner. From the data you gathered, it appears Esperanza has been scanning people with distinct types of memories to figure out how to perfect the biomod.”

      I glanced across the street. Jarid was paying for the ice cream. We didn’t have much time left, and I had no idea when I’d see Jeremy again.

      “The files you attached to the drive contained an overview of the research they’re doing, but not the actual profiles of the researchers. They still need our help.”

      “So, that’s the next step? Where do we find the profiles?”

      Jeremy sighed. “It’s not going to be easy. They’re under physical lock and key at the VaxWell Diplomatic Headquarters.”

      I sagged against the seat.

      “Esperanza plans to share them with other corporations at a meeting tomorrow. Sarah wants to intercept them before then. She wants you and Syeth to get into the building and take them. His connection with Esperanza would offer the least amount of resistance.”

      It wasn’t going to be easy, but I couldn’t back out now. My insides churned at the idea of lying to Jarid once again, but I had to help him. Syeth wanted to save his brother from pain, and so did I. The ghost of Jarid’s lips rested on mine. This was my only choice.

      Jarid started across the street, and Jeremy’s shoulders stiffened. “You’re to meet Syeth outside the Empire UC headquarters at four-thirty this afternoon.”

      “That’s in a few hours!”

      Jeremy winced. “Sorry I couldn’t give you more time. We wanted this all to go down around the chaos of the end of the workday. It will be harder for security to track us.”

      Jarid walked over, a grin on his face as he held two cups of ice cream in front of him. I plastered on a smile as I stepped out of the carriage. He’d asked me not to lie to him, and I was already breaking more promises.

      It’s for the best.

      I repeated that over and over in my mind, but somehow, it didn’t make me feel any better.
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      The rest of the world whizzed by me as the train zipped over the tracks leading to the center of the city. Tall buildings stretched toward the sky in the distance. When Jarid dropped me off at my house, he’d kissed me again, but it hadn’t given me the same excited feeling as before. I’d lied to him about not lying to him anymore, and he was blissfully unaware. I almost deserved him catching me.

      I fisted the fabric of my white button-down shirt, wrinkling the hem. At least I looked like I fit in, and I hoped no one would think I was out of my element in the building. In the time I’d known the Rothkinds, when I was with them or wore white clothing, I blended in as someone who belonged. I didn’t like to abuse that assumption, but hopefully, it would help me now.

      Determination set in, and when the train stopped at the neutral zone, I marched toward the Empire UC headquarters. The headquarters was a massive building with a peaked top, stories higher than the buildings surrounding it. The seven big businesses which made up AmeriGlobe were housed inside. Security scoured the perimeter, so I dropped my chin, allowing my hair to conceal my face. From the train, I’d only spotted a few doves, but there were at least a dozen gliding through the air above this area now. This was going to be much harder than the warehouse mission.

      A line of people led up to the front doors, guarded by security.

      I walked along with them, scanning the area for Syeth. It took me a few minutes to spot him. He caught my eye and stalked over, his mouth pressed into a hard line and his eyes narrowed to slits.

      “Where have you been?” he growled.

      “Jeremy said four-thirty. I’m early.”

      He checked the watch on his wrist, tapping it with his finger. “I’ve been here for an hour.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Syeth; they told me four-thirty.” How could he think that was my fault? I’d followed the instructions.

      He blinked a few times and shook his head. “Sorry, Lora. I thought something happened to you.” The anger in his eyes faded into guilt, and I couldn’t help moving closer to him. He took my hands in his, glancing at the building. “We need to meet the rebels at the viewing platform. It’s one of the few areas open to the public.”

      His hand squeezed mine as I peered upward. It was too bright to see the peak, but I swallowed my apprehension.

      Syeth licked his lips, his gaze settling on a spot over my shoulder. “We could pretend we’re a couple. To blend in.”

      “Okay.”

      Various workers milled around the entrance. Ushers and parking attendants sprinted back and forth from cars as important white-clad people joined the growing line.

      “How are we going to get inside?” I asked.

      “Like everyone else.” Syeth had an uncanny ability to seem calm and relaxed during these dangerous missions.

      The crowd around us pushed toward the doors. They were too close for me to ask Syeth about the plan. Any one of them could alert security if they knew we were a part of the rebel forces. Through the glass doors, I spotted the inside line for security. They checked everyone’s bags and waved them through a detector. I had nothing on me, but I spotted the screen for the facial scans. They would have a record of Syeth and me walking into this building together. If we were flagged, then Esperanza would sever the ties between her family and me as soon as possible.

      “Calm down,” Syeth said close to my ear. “It’s going to be fine.”

      “How can you be so sure? Your mom said if she ever saw us together again, she’d break the pairing. What then?”

      Syeth’s thumb rubbed circles against my hand, halting my words. And freezing my thought process. My mind fogged over with his touch. “My mother may run VaxWell,” he said, “but not this place.”

      I held onto that idea like a lifeline as we moved silently with the crowd. Inside the building, the noise from the honking horns and cars ceased, creating a ringing sensation in my ears. Security waved us through the detectors, inspecting every single one of us with their probing eyes.

      Syeth went through security first. He walked under the metal detector as if he was only striding down the street.

      The moment I passed under the arch, a breath caught in my throat. I expected security to descend on Syeth and me before they dragged us away to a dark room where we’d sit until Esperanza or some other authoritative figure could punish us. While that fate would be terrible for me, if they caught Syeth, too, she’d ruin both our lives. Jarid would never get the help he needed, and I wouldn’t see either of them again. I bet I wouldn’t remember them, either. Heat surged behind my eyes as I tried to appear calm and normal to the security guard only a few feet away from me.

      Instead of the scenario in my mind, though, the detectors didn’t go off for us, and Syeth and I met up at the bottom of the red-carpeted stairs leading to a bank of elevators. Syeth touched the gold-plated railing, smirking at me.

      “What?”  I asked.

      “We’re inside. You can calm down now.”

      He took my hand again, and I tried not to show him how much his touch relaxed me.

      The elevator to the viewing platform climbed the building within seconds. When I stepped off, my legs wobbled. Syeth’s firm grip kept me upright. The view of the city stretched into the distance as others from the elevator poured out to experience this, as well.

      “Wow,” I said.

      Syeth and I walked toward the edge of the platform. Transparent glass extended upward at least ten feet high from the side to keep everyone safe. Since we were in the neutral district, there was more diversity in the clothing around us as people from various levels milled around and took in the breathtaking view of the city.

      “It doesn’t seem so bad from up here,” Syeth said. “It’s easier to believe a certain way when you don’t look down.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was talking about his mother or something more. His hand settled into mine, and he turned to look at me. His sad eyes made me want to wrap my arms around him and hold him close. For so long, he’d battled his mother. Now, he had me, and we were going to take her down so that she couldn’t hurt another person like she’d hurt Jarid ever again.

      Kissing Jarid didn’t give me the same tingling as I felt when breathing the same air as Syeth. Memories of the club surged within me, and I couldn’t deny how much I wanted him more than Jarid. Jarid was a satisfactory choice, but I felt Syeth from the bottom of my toes up to the top of my head. I wanted to be with him always.

      Syeth’s chest rose and fell as he wordlessly moved closer. To anyone else, we might have looked like a paired couple chosen at birth. I wanted no space between us, not even our lips.

      While it wouldn’t have seemed out of the ordinary for a teen pairing to kiss in public, though, our ruse only went so far. Instead of clouding my judgment about the real reason we were there, I stepped away from Syeth and cleared my throat. “Should we message them?” I asked, avoiding his eyes. The charged moment between us made my heart race, and I feared him noticing.

      Syeth lifted his phone from his pocket and opened a new window. Sarah and Jeremy had given him a number for an unmonitored phone. He typed a message to them, and then we waited.

      And waited.

      We looped around the viewing platform three times before my insides started to twist.

      “Do you think something happened?” Jeremy’s plan from before had seemed rushed. It could happen again, especially after the break-in at the warehouse. Esperanza wasn’t a fool, and I doubted she would let up on the rebel forces who came after her.

      “I’m not sure.” He stared through the glass divider, concentrating as if the answers lay just beyond the edge of the building.

      More questions flooded my mind. Had Sarah and Jeremy been caught during their part of the plan? What if security had arrested them and they were holed up in a cell? If so, would security have begun monitoring their devices and be on their way to get us right now?

      Every time the elevator opened, I waited for security to charge toward us and take us away.

      I was about to talk to Syeth about giving up when a teen boy approached. He wore Level Three attire and a hat covered most of his face in a shadow. Every few steps, he looked up, and his gaze darted over the faces of the crowd. He looked to be a year or two younger than me, but when he glanced at his phone and then straight at Syeth, realization flooded his face.

      Syeth moved in front of me and stared the boy down.

      The teen scratched his cheek, hard enough to leave a red mark. “Hey, do you guys have any cash to spare? I thought I was supposed to meet my boy Jeremy here today, but I got the building wrong, and now I’m short $11.34 for bus fare to get to the right office.”

      “No,” Syeth said with a hard edge to his voice.

      I shook my head, but Jeremy’s name kept me in place. It wasn’t an uncommon name, but we were supposed to get a message from Sarah and Jeremy. Was this a coincidence or something more?

      The boy stepped closer, and Syeth’s mouth tugged downward.

      “You two really can’t help me? I need $11.34 to get to the right office. Just $11.34, man. If I can’t get to the office, me and Jeremy are toast.”

      “I don’t know what mod you’re using, but you need to go away,” Syeth said.

      The boy lifted his hat from his head as he stared at me.

      “Wait,” I said. “You’re from the alley.”

      The boy sighed and then smiled with a mouth full of crooked teeth.

      The rebels must have recruited him. Sarah and Jeremy must have sent this guy to give us a message. But what was with the money? I thought about it for a minute. He repeated the dollar amount and the word office. That had to be office number of where Syeth and I were supposed to go.

      1134.

      I had to test my theory before our only chance at completing the mission walked away. “You only need $11.34 so you can get to the right office? We don’t have it, but my friend Sarah over there might be able to help. Do you recognize her?”

      Syeth stared at me, shaking his head. I held up a hand for him to give me a minute.

      “Sarah? Yeah. That sounds right.” The boy walked toward the random woman I had pointed at and disappeared into the crowd.

      “What was that all about?” Syeth asked.

      “He was one of the teens who helped me out that night. I recognize him. Sarah and Jeremy must have sent him. I think 1134 is the office number for the profiles.”

      “That’s my mother’s office,” he said.

      “Why didn’t Jeremy tell me that?”

      “I’ve never been to the office here. I try to keep my distance from her whenever possible. And we’re supposed to go off of that guy’s hints?”

      It seemed like the teen boy must have been a last-minute recruit; I hoped Jeremy and Sarah were okay.

      “It’s better than nothing,” I said. “We haven’t heard from Jeremy and Sarah. We should take the information with good faith.”

      “From that guy, really? He seemed sketchy.”

      The teen lived a different life than me, and even more different than what Syeth was used to. How could I make Syeth understand that?

      Syeth frowned, then added, “I think we should bail on the plan until Sarah or Jeremy give us orders. This might be a trap.”

      “There’s no way that guy would have come here if he wasn’t on our side. They probably had to smuggle him through the border.”

      Syeth sucked in a breath. “You want to go to the office?”

      “We’re already here. What’s the harm?”

      Syeth smirked. “You’re a lot more daring than I thought.”

      His smile melted my insides. I hadn’t said it to impress him, but my gut pulled me in that direction. With Syeth, I’d never felt so free in my life. With each mission, my confidence grew. As scary as this new situation was, I couldn’t imagine going forward with anyone other than him.
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      Since Sarah had kept us waiting so long, we were going to miss our opportunity to blend into the end of the workday crush if we didn’t act soon.

      “Are you with me?” I asked Syeth.

      “Lead the way,” he said with that devilish grin. Sarah had been right about our ability to work together. Too bad there were so many barriers between us—Jarid being the biggest of all.

      For once, though, I wasn’t chasing Syeth down a street or through a warehouse. This was my mission now, and I was going to prove to everyone that I was a valuable member of the team for more than my memory.

      “We need to figure out how to get to the offices,” I said to Syeth.

      “We could start there.” The public area of the viewing platform led to an interior café. Various people in suits milled around the space. There had to be a way for them to get up there without taking the main elevator for visitors. At least, I hoped so.

      As if it were torn from the pages of a history book, the inside of the café was lined with wood paneling, and the glass displays held ceramic dishes printed with hand-painted flowers and intricate scenes. The old-fashioned look extended around the Level One areas; it was a new trend. The money that had gone into these places made my lip curl. It seemed like a waste when there were others, like the teen boy, living in rough environments while we took our past and relived it at enormous expense.

      Syeth and I passed under a scanner when we entered, and I noticed that several kiosks stood in the corner of the room. Visitors from young to old stood in line to check out the mods. Syeth and I sat at the table closest to the stand where several workers in navy uniforms served patrons.

      At the back of the room, there was an elevator with a placard reading STAFF ONLY in letters etched against the metal. An ID scanner blinked outside of it. Since our IDs were useless in this building, I guessed there had to be another way inside.

      A few seconds after we sat down, a guy appeared from behind the stand, wheeling a cart toward the locked hallway behind the café. He scanned his ID at the door, and it clicked open.

      “I have an idea,” I said, shoving away from our table. There was no way we could get into the elevator, so the hallway seemed like the next best option.

      Syeth stood up behind me as I hurried to the attendant before he disappeared.

      “Excuse me,” I said in the most innocent voice I could muster.

      The attendant turned around and glanced between Syeth and me. The cart propped the door open. “The ordering line is over there.”

      “I know,” I said, smiling. “I wanted to know if you had an order for Office 1134?”

      The attendant glanced at his tablet, scrolling through the orders. “I don’t see one.”

      “Shoot. I guess it never made it to you. It’s a surprise for someone. Can I have you make it right now? It’ll be quick. I promise.”

      The attendant sighed. “As long as it’s quick.”

      “Thanks, man,” Syeth said, rattling off a random order of items the café had been advertising.

      I moved around the attendant, pressing my back against the wall next to the door.

      The attendant wheeled the cart around and walked toward the station. I slipped my heel between the door and the wall seconds before it closed.

      I pushed the door open. “That was step one.”

      Syeth and I slipped through the doorway into the restricted area without anyone spotting us.

      Once we were alone, I took stock of where we were. A few men and women in suits walked the hallways, either distracted by their phones or each other. It was only a matter of time before someone noticed we didn’t belong.

      “He’s going to come back with the order in a minute, so we need to find the office quickly.”

      “You’re getting good at this,” he said, and I couldn’t hold back a smile.

      “Tell me that again when we make it out of here.”

      As we passed the offices, Syeth’s breathing was slow and steady, but our closeness and the riskiness of our situation filled my body with butterflies.

      A door opened, and voices flooded the hallway. Syeth pushed me in front of him, and we joined the back of a group of suited men who sounded to be heading home for the night.

      Syeth took my hand, and I squeezed his. I wasn’t sure if Syeth wanted to still play a couple as we had outside, but I was grateful for something solid to hold onto. This mission was different for us. More charged and dangerous. I was sure I’d rather be there with him than anyone else.

      We reached a hallway where the placard on the wall indicated the way to Offices 1120-1140; 1134 would be that way. We took a right and counted down the numbers. The door was only a few offices away when the elevator next to us opened, revealing the attendant from the café. He looked up from his order slip and his expression fell.

      Syeth turned quickly and bumped into me. Instead of hitting a wall, I nearly fell back into a void. It took me a moment to realize Syeth had opened a closet door behind us. Darkness shrouded us as I steadied myself. Syeth grabbed onto the handles of a broom and map before they clattered to the floor.

      The attendant charged forward and flipped on the light. “All right, you two. What’s going on?”

      “Can’t a couple enjoy their alone time?” Syeth asked.

      “You don’t belong here, do you?”

      “Of course we do,” Syeth said. “My mother is Esperanza Rothkind. VaxWell CEO. You must know her.”

      The attendant stiffened.

      “My girlfriend and I,” Syeth said, slipping his hand into mine. I tried to look as if I wanted to be there instead of running for the elevator and abandoning the mission completely. “We’re waiting for my mother to get out of work for dinner and, in the meantime, I thought we could use a little time to ourselves.”

      Syeth winked at the attendant for emphasis.

      “Show me your ID,” he said.

      Syeth handed it over and tugged me closer to him. He didn’t need to convince me too hard to sidle in against his warm body. My legs numbed as fear took over my body.

      The attendant looked from the ID to Syeth before handing it back. “This is why you wanted your mother’s office?”

      “Yes,” Syeth said, eying the door across the hall. “She’s been working hard, and I thought she could use a surprise.”

      Syeth moved closer to the door until he stood in the threshold. “Come on. We just got paired, but my mom won’t let us be alone. We need this time to get to know each other better.”

      The attendant glanced down the hallway. “I could get in serious trouble for allowing this.”

      “I won’t tell,” I said with a giggle.

      “I don’t know,” the attendant hedged, reaching for his tablet.

      Victory was so close, with only this guy between us succeeding or failing. We couldn’t risk him calling security to check on us. He had to leave us alone and trust that Syeth had told him the truth about his mother. The only way to do that was to prove to him we weren’t lying. I had to show him that truth.

      Without thinking, I pressed myself against Syeth. It reminded me of how we’d been at the club. His eyes were wide as I finished what we had started the other night. I pressed my lips against his, and my world exploded.

      We tumbled into the closet together, our lips moving as one. His kiss ignited something in me that I had never felt before, not even when Jarid kissed me. Syeth’s hands moved over my body, claiming me as his. I pulled my fingers through his thick hair, and he twisted our bodies, pressing me against the wall. We bumped into a shelf and it nearly toppled, but neither of us cared. All that mattered at that moment was us.

      Syeth deepened the kiss, and I lifted onto my toes to do the same. The office, mission, and any rational thought left my mind as I kissed him. Syeth! The wrong twin brother. It was so unacceptable, but I couldn’t stop. It was as if a stronger part of me needed him so close.

      His insistent kisses were slower now, more controlled. He led the dance, and I allowed him. His hands created fire under my skin, and I never wanted this moment to end.

      This was no longer about a distraction for me. This was real. I wanted Syeth with every fiber of my being, and from his kiss, I knew he had to feel the same way. I didn’t want it to end because then I would have to face the truth. There was much more between us than the mission, and I wasn’t sure how life would ever be the same between us again.
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      Syeth’s and my breathing intertwined as his hands dug into my waist. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes before I heard the gentle click of the door. He slowed his kisses and was the first to pull away.

      With his hands no longer on my body, the weight of what we’d done pressed down on me.

      Syeth took a few steps back, licking his swollen lips.

      We stared at each other. It wasn’t awkward, but a little strange. We had a mission, but within a few seconds, our relationship had shifted into something different. Syeth had to feel the same way as I did, or else he was good at lying through his kisses. The corner of his mouth lifted as he dragged two fingers over his lips.

      Doubt crept into my mind, and I turned away to open the closet door. The attendant had moved on with his job. The door to office 1134 was open as he delivered the food from the café.

      Syeth’s breath tickled my face as he spoke. “Did it work?”

      “Looks like it.”

      The attendant wheeled out of the office as he tapped on his tablet. He didn’t even glance at the closet door. Maybe he was mortified by what he had seen. I counted on it.

      He headed in the opposite direction of the office. As the door closed, I darted out and slipped into office 1134 with Syeth behind me.

      The same trendy, old-fashioned look decorated the the space, complete with a sliding lock on the inside. If someone tried to get in, we’d have a little warning.

      The footfalls of the attendant disappeared down the hallway, but others walked in either direction traveling by the office. Even if the attendant kept our secret, we were in danger and had to get the mission completed as soon as possible. It had been hard enough to get to office 1134. We still had the challenge of getting out.

      Next to the door, a golden-framed mirror hung from the wall. I spotted my reflection. My cheeks were flushed and my eyes sparkled, but my hair was an absolute mess. I reached for a bobby pin in my pocket and pulled the loose strands from my face. As much as I wanted to kiss Syeth more, his silence was deafening. Couldn’t he say something?

      Syeth moved toward the wall, and I knew there wasn’t going to be a conversation about us right now. There were so many rules and barriers between us. While we’d been kissing, I’d imagined breaking them all. But now the mission was the most important thing.

      Syeth smoothed his hands over the walls while I took in the space. It had been my idea how to get into the room, and it seemed as if he already had a plan to find the paperwork.

      Esperanza’s large wooden desk sat in the center of the room with floor to ceiling windows behind it, allowing colors of the horizon to pour into the room. A landline telephone with a curly cord sat at the edge of the desk—the only object on the surface. The thick, woven rug bounced under my feet as I approached Syeth. There were a least eight paintings along the walls, dictating various times in human history alongside some works that looked purely imaginative. The antique pieces added an extra layer of opulence to the Level One lifestyle, in complete opposition to my life at home with Dad.

      “Lora,” Syeth said, lifting one of the larger paintings from the wall. It was the first time he’d spoken since he asked if the hall was clear. I tried to decipher his mood from my name, but his cheeks puffed out as he held the painting. “A little help.”

      I rushed over before he dropped the painting, grasping at the corner.

      “It makes sense she’d pick the heaviest one,” Syeth said, leaning the painting against the wall.

      Behind the frame was the most modern piece of technology in the room. A metal safe complete with a screen. It lit up as Syeth drew closer. This time, there wasn’t a prompt for a code. My photographic memory wasn’t going to help here. “How are we going to get in?” I asked.

      Syeth lifted what looked like a tube of toothpaste from his pocket.

      “What is that?”

      He flipped it over, revealing that it was toothpaste. A brand I didn’t recognize. “I borrowed this from my mother’s sink this morning. Sarah told me they’re using DNA sequencing in the security here. It seems like they’re trying whatever they can to try to make this stuff secure.”

      Syeth twisted the cap and grimaced as if there were poison inside. It seemed as if he even hated the thought of touching his mother’s possessions as much as he despised her. He reached into his pocket again and retrieved a short plastic stick with a cotton swab at the top. He rubbed the tip along the opening of the toothpaste, presumably collecting her DNA.

      “I hope this is enough,” Syeth said. “Or else we’re going to have to find a way out of here fast.”

      “Why?”

      For the first time since our kiss, Syeth looked at me. “These newer sensors don’t allow second chances.”

      I held my breath until the sensor lit up green with the touch of the swab.

      Syeth trapped his lip under his teeth.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      The door cracked open, but Syeth didn’t move toward it. “I don’t have a good feeling about this. She usually thinks everything through from a hundred angles, but the security on this stuff feels rushed. For something this important, she’d usually have more layers. It’s like she hasn’t had time to do her usual thing.”

      “That’s our gain,” I said. “If the technology is so new, maybe there wasn’t enough time to test it.”

      “Maybe,” he said, clearly unconvinced.

      There wasn’t much inside the safe. A memory stick sat at the edge of the safe, and I grabbed it first. I wasn’t going to leave anything behind. Coming back here wasn’t an option. Esperanza would know someone had been in her office when she returned, but at least we’d have an advantage on her. The surface under the stick was slick; I wiped the condensation on my shirt and reached inside to get to the stack of paper printouts. Cream-colored folders separated the sheets of paper. Some filled with more paperwork than others.

      The paper was heavy in my hands. Our tablets were lighter! It was so strange to hold something so archaic. Esperanza certainly went to great lengths to keep her secrets. I lifted the edge of the first folder, finding a photograph of a man staring back at me. A tingling sensation settled in my mind. I’d seen this man before, but where?

      Syeth closed the safe as I flipped through the rest of the sheets.

      They recorded his work history within VaxWell’s research division. Red ink was scrawled across the bottom of the paperwork.

      Core memory data deleted by John Wingum on January 4th, 2057.

      The date struck me. That was exactly six months before my birthday.

      His name didn’t sound familiar, but his face continued to cling to my mind as I lifted the next folder.

      Syeth came up next to me. “Do you know him?”

      “I don’t know. He seems familiar, but—”

      My thought cut off in my throat as I opened the front cover. It was a picture of me with the words TARGET written in red, bold letters across my face.

      My memory clicked to the night I’d sneaked into Esperanza’s office at the penthouse. The photograph of Mom staring lovingly at the man in the first folder sharpened in my mind. “Wingum knew my mother.”

      “Why are you a target?” Syeth moved closer to me.

      I flipped through the paperwork in my folder, but there were only a few sheets. The last piece of paper was the final report. Valda’s signature filled the bottom line.

      I read her notes aloud, unsure if that would explain why I was a target. “We are reasonably certain Wingum stole a copy of his research before deleting it. Based on his messages with the woman known as SPARROW, we believe his lover was with child at the time. He may have attempted to mod the child's memory to test his theories. We will need to find and obtain her for study in her adolescence before Wingum can do so himself."

      “Is this your father?” Syeth asked, and I realized it was the same question I’d had in the back of my mind since the first evening I’d spent at their place.

      Dad’s face flashed in my mind. I couldn’t imagine this stranger replacing him. But between the way Mom looked at him in the photograph and Valda’s notes, how could I refuse what was right in front of me?

      “My mom loved sparrows.” I struggled to keep the emotion from my voice. All of the pieces were clicking together into real proof that Dad might not be my father, and that Mom had had an affair. Maybe that was the lie she couldn’t live with mentioned in her final letter to us. Living like that must have driven her to kill herself.

      The edges of my vision blurred as I reread the notes.

      “It says he attempted to mod the child’s memories.” Absently, I ran my fingers over my temple, across my head. Was there something wrong with me? “How could he do that before the child was born?” I couldn’t connect myself to the child just yet, even though the evidence stared back at me. What was the reasoning behind that? I now understood why Esperanza knew so much about me, though. Each time she’d asked me a question about my life, it had seemed off, almost like she’d needed my confirmation instead of wanting to know more.

      Had she paired me with her son just to keep an eye on me? The dates on the paperwork went back years. How long had she been setting this up?

      Syeth’s hand rested on my shoulder, and his words were muffled in my ears. His fingers gripped the edge of the folders and tugged them away from me. It was only then I looked at him.

      “What?” I asked.

      Syeth stood stiffly next to me. “Lora, we have to go. There’s a camera in the corner. Someone could have seen us already.”

      I whipped around to spot the small lens tucked into the corner of the ceiling. How had we missed that? My mind hadn’t been clear since our kiss.

      My legs wobbled as we headed for the door. The moment Syeth’s hand touched the knob, the screen next to the door flipped on. Syeth grabbed my arm, shoving himself in front of me.

      Esperanza’s face filled the screen. Instead of her expression being twisted in horror at finding us in her office, though, she was smiling. Grinning, even. As if she’d watched Syeth and me taking the files from her safe before saying a silent, “Gotcha.”

      My entire body burned with heat. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Was she about to turn security on us and wipe our memories, too?

      “Lora, darling,” she said, and I stiffened. “I can guess what you’re thinking. You’re not in trouble. Just say there, and I’ll be right down to explain about your mother, your father, everything.”

      The screen went black, and Syeth whipped open the door. But I stood in place.

      “Lora, come on.”

      “I need to know, Syeth.”

      He cupped my cheeks in his hands, tilting my face upward to him. For a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me again. “My mother can’t be trusted. You know that. She’ll say and do anything to get her way.”

      “What if she wants to tell me everything? I’m in her files. Maybe I’m a part of a bigger plan.”

      “If you are, then I guarantee it’s not a good plan. I can’t risk you turning out the way Jarid did. If she could do this to her son, I can’t but think she’d do the same or worse to you. We have to go.”

      Syeth took my hand and pulled me toward the door. The files shifted in my arms, but I realized Syeth was right. I would find out more about my parents and why I was so special to Esperanza, but not with her help. We had to get out of there before I couldn’t remember anyone in my life, alive or dead.
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      The hallway was bare. There weren’t any alarms or stomping footfalls from security. Esperanza knew where we were and what we had, though, so there wasn’t any time to waste.

      Syeth sprinted down the hallway with me on his heels.

      “We can’t go the same way we came in,” I said. “She’ll probably expect that.”

      “If she has a camera in there, she already knows we’re gone. We need to find somewhere to go. Fast.”

      The urge to jump into the nearest elevator overwhelmed me. But if we wanted to get out of this place without security setting their stun guns on us, we had to think of a different way. We weaved through corridors, and no one else came from the offices. Either everyone had gone home, or security had informed whoever was left in the building to stay locked away.

      “Lora, the freight elevators,” Syeth said, stopping in front of an elevator with doors double the size of a regular one.

      “How are we going to get inside?”

      Syeth unleashed a grin to melt the floor under my feet. “Do you know who you’re talking to?”

      As he had at the warehouse, Syeth broke into the keypad and worked his magic. In seconds, the elevator doors opened. He hotwired the elevator and then we shot down to the basement level.

      The doors opened to reveal a loading dock. There were various workers in uniforms milling around the concrete space. The coolness of the air rushed over my skin, making my hairs stand on end. We didn’t stick around long enough to get caught on camera or talk to anyone.

      Outside the headquarters, we filed into the crowds of people and walked at their pace down the street. We rounded corner after corner, getting as far away from the building as possible. There was no room for error, especially after what we had done. Doves soared through the sky above us, but they didn’t recognize us.

      What was Esperanza’s plan? Syeth had said she didn’t have as much pull outside of our area, but she knew we had stolen from her office. Were there more copies of the paperwork or did she think I would have stuck around because of her lies about my family’s past?

      “We need to call Sarah and Jeremy,” I said after ten minutes of half-running, half-walking through the streets of downtown. “There’s no way I can get on the train today. Hopefully, they have an exit plan for us.”

      Syeth texted Sarah and Jeremy. Each second of silence between us brought us closer to getting caught. I imagined Esperanza sending pictures of us to security and uploading it to the doves. We couldn’t hang out in alleys and on random streets all night.

      Syeth cursed under his breath and threw the phone on the ground. It shattered into several pieces.

      “What did you do that for?”

      “So they can’t track us,” Syeth said. “We’re going to have to do this on our own.”

      The sun set quickly, allowing us to remain in the shadows. The whirring doves moved between the tall buildings, and we had a few close calls, but once we reached the river, Syeth found a hiding spot below the main bridge. Cars and other vehicles thundered above, but there was no way the doves could spot us.

      “We’re going to have to stay out here for the night,” Syeth said, glancing out toward the open sky beyond the bridge. “There’s no way we can go back to either of our houses now.”

      No doubt, Esperanza would have security waiting at both our front doors for any sign of us.

      “I have to contact Jarid,” Syeth said.

      I held the folders against my chest. The lump from the memory stick bulged at the edge. “Do you think he’s in danger?”

      “Not from her. But I need him to be on our side. He’s the only person Mother trusts. We’ve blown our cover, but there’s still a chance. I think I have a plan, but we won’t be able to try it until tomorrow.”

      “What are we going to do tonight?”

      Syeth turned in a slow circle around the space. I couldn’t imagine living outside for the night, but we had no other choice. Without contact from Sarah or Jeremy, we were in the dark.

      We moved throughout the area, collecting items to make a shelter. There were two pieces of cardboard large enough to create the sides of a shelter, along with a tarp that had lain half under the water nearby. Even if security looked under the bridge, they wouldn’t spot us right away under our makeshift tent.

      Throughout the night, I faded in and out of sleep. My stomach protested the lack of food. The last thing I’d eaten was the ice cream with Jarid. Even then, I hadn’t finished the entire treat since I’d barely been able to stomach it after learning of my mission. Syeth curled his body around mine and seemed to stay on the edge of sleep, as well. We didn’t talk much, but I was fully aware of every spot where his body pressed against me. His chin rested on my shoulder while his arm and leg weighed heavily on mine. His breathing became shallow at times, and I traced the lines of his face with my eyes, memorizing each one. At some point, I fell asleep completely.
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        * * *

      

      “Lora,” Syeth’s voice roused me.

      My eyes peeled open as the bright light of outside crashed over me. I squinted and reached for his hand to help me up. Waves of pain moved through my legs and up my back.

      “Did you sleep?” he asked.

      “Not really.”

      He stretched his arms over his head. “Me neither.”

      The files rested on a crate nearby. I had placed a rock on top to be sure they didn’t fly away overnight. The secrets inside were still a mystery, but Syeth had made a good call the day before. There was no way Esperanza would have told me the truth without wiping my memory shortly after.

      “So, what’s the plan to get Jarid on our side?” I asked.

      “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Syeth had left me at the café ten minutes ago, promising to tell me his plan when he returned. His confidence was unwavering, as usual. But with each minute, there were more opportunities for him to get caught.

      The painted bird on the wallpaper stared at me as if expecting me to understand the meaning in its blank eyes. It reminded me of how I’d seen the world before meeting the Rothkinds. To be unaware should have been the route for me.

      The rest of the café reminded me of Esperanza’s office, as it was old fashioned, but it had more personality than hers.

      In the time since Syeth had left, I’d memorized the number and faces of the birds depicted on the wallpaper. The folders across the table mocked me. No one would normally bother with such an old form of communication, so I didn’t worry about anyone asking what was inside.

      Glancing at the door, I locked eyes with a young man wearing a cap. I didn’t recognize him, but his eyes burned into mine before quickly turning away.

      My hackles rose. Had Esperanza caught Syeth and tracked me here?

      I gathered the folders closer to me. His head was still down, staring at the tablet in front of him. Had I imagined it?

      “Sorry I missed you,” a young woman said from next to me. “We’re swamped, and I’m the only server.” She might have been a few years older than me, but lines of stress cut across her face. “Do you know what you want?” Her gaze flicked to the tablet displaying the menu on the small stand next to me.

      Nothing appealed to me as my stomach filled with knots.

      “I’m waiting for my friend,” I said. “We’ll order when he gets here.”

      “Okay,” she said, and turned on her heel.

      I wasn’t sure what I would do when Syeth returned, but I wasn’t sure I’d eat.

      The next thirty minutes stretched on. I went back and forth between staring at the front door and the guy sitting nearby. Surely, if Esperanza had him following us, he would have made a move. Or maybe he’d wait until Syeth arrived?

      When the man stood, a tightness settled in my throat. But after he left the café and didn’t return, my shoulders relaxed—a little.

      Now that I had nothing to occupy my thoughts, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself.

      My thoughts wandered to the kiss with Syeth. The longer we spent apart, the more I started to regret the decision. Especially now, since Esperanza had probably showed Jarid the security footage of us breaking into her office and turned him against Syeth and me.

      She was evil; I wouldn’t put it past her.

      When Syeth’s familiar form appeared in the doorway, I gripped the side of the table, ready to run after him and out of this place. His cheeks were flushed as his gaze darted across the room, looking for me.

      I risked lifting my hand into the air to greet him. The smile across his face turned my legs to mush.

      “What happened?” I asked the moment Syeth sat down.

      His hands smoothed over mine and squeezed. “Let me get some water first.” He signaled for the server and ordered two glasses of water and some caffeinated drinks for both of us. I could barely focus on anything but him, so I didn’t question the choice.

      When the server left, I pressed him again. “What did you do? You left so quickly before.”

      “I pulled an old trick Jarid and I used to use as kids,” he said. “We used to turn the last number by our street-level door intercom upside down to signal the other.”

      “What’s that going to do?”

      “It’s a sign that we always used when one of us was in trouble. Granted, it was mostly me, but the signal is to meet here. Since I didn’t return last night, he’ll know to look for it.”

      “Are you sure?” It seemed like a longshot. We didn’t have a lot of time to sit around waiting to get caught.

      “I’m sure. Now, relax for a little while.”

      Relax? How could he even think about relaxing at a time like this? I hadn’t returned home last night, so Dad had probably already called security, and they’d be waiting for me at our home. Or at the very least he would have called Esperanza, wondering where I was. What had she told him? He was probably worried sick about me. When our drinks came, I couldn’t even stomach a sip of water.

      Each time the café door opened, I jumped. Once, I kicked the table hard enough to make it wobble. Syeth was so calm; he smirked at me each time. I wondered what it took to have his confidence. I promised myself that after an hour we’d leave the cafe. We’d already been there too long.

      But Syeth’s plan worked.

      We hadn’t waited that long before Jarid walked through the doorway. The sun outlined his body, creating a white glow around him. My cheeks flamed with heat. He couldn’t know about Syeth and me, could he? Jarid’s expression was unreadable and slightly angry. My skin prickled; he barely looked at me when he sat down.

      “Thanks for coming,” Syeth said.

      Jarid grunted and turned his icy cold stare on me. “I thought you said you wouldn’t lie anymore. You two sneaking around together doesn’t look good for our pairing.”

      It was as if he’d punched all the air from my lungs. I could barely draw in a breath as he waited for an explanation from me.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Syeth said to his brother. He slid the folders closer to Jarid and told him everything their mother was involved in.

      Hearing it from Syeth’s perspective made it sound real, and so much worse. We had put ourselves in front of danger so many times. I was surprised I still had a memory and free will at all. If it were up to Esperanza, neither of us would be able to recall much of our lives.

      “We need your help, Jarid,” Syeth said. “I’ve done all of this for you. If we can figure out how to reverse it, you won’t have these headaches anymore.”

      “You’ll remember the parts of your memory which have gone missing,” I said.

      Jarid turned to look out the window, not giving us an answer. I looked at Syeth, but his gaze was fixed on Jarid.

      Finally, Jarid winced and closed his eyes for a moment before opening them. The silence stretched on, but neither Syeth nor I pushed him. It had been a big step for me to get on board with Syeth. Since Jarid was directly involved and his brother had told him why he felt terrible all the time, it made sense to give him a minute to process things.

      “Okay,” Jarid said.

      “You believe me?” Syeth asked.

      “I don’t feel like myself anymore. The headaches and holes in my memory aren’t right.” Emotion flooded his voice, and I had the urge to give him a reassuring squeeze, but with Syeth there, I couldn’t. My feelings had shifted to Jarid’s twin, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever change my mind.

      “Do you remember Isra?” Syeth asked.

      Jarid cocked his head to the side and gave his twin a blank stare.

      My heart cracked at his expression. From what Syeth had told me, Jarid and Isra had been in love. This wasn’t love. It was confusion, and I hated Esperanza even more for it.

      “You two were in love,” Syeth said, recounting Jarid’s experience of Isra from his own perspective. It was as if the cafe completely fell away from the two of them as Syeth told Jarid everything he had once said about Isra. Jarid hadn’t wanted to bother with the pairings if Isra wasn’t going to be with him forever.

      Seeing Jarid through Syeth’s eyes made me wonder if I had fallen for Jarid at all. He seemed like a shell of a person compared to how he must have been in the past. I couldn’t have fallen for him since he hadn’t been himself for years, just unconsciously trying to survive with blocks in his memory.

      “That’s it… it all makes sense now,” Jarid said.

      Syeth seemed pleased and relieved. It was like how he’d looked the first night I’d met him. He had kept all this information from Jarid to help his brother, and now it was out there.

      Syeth and I locked eyes, and a fluttering overwhelmed me. He had always been himself, and I’d fallen for him as is.

      Jarid sniffed, drawing my attention to him. He wiped tears from his eyes as if we’d told him that we had a cure. We weren’t there yet, but I hoped we’d be able to get there eventually. “I’ll do whatever I can to help. What do you need from me?” he asked.

      “We can’t go back to the penthouse,” Syeth said, glancing at his hands.

      Jarid was the only one who could watch Esperanza from the inside. Since Esperanza knew what we were up to now, we couldn’t go back to our lives to help Sarah’s mission. But with Jarid on our side, we could go to her and Jeremy with a better plan. Esperanza protected Jarid and would never suspect him working on the rebel side. Though, under that roof, he wasn’t safe. Syeth had the same idea. We all knew what she had done to Jarid when he’d disobeyed her. We couldn’t risk her hurting him anymore.

      “We need you to come with us,” Syeth said to his twin.
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      Jarid didn’t hesitate in his response. “It’s too dangerous to stay with Mom, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Syeth said. “This is all dangerous, and I’m not letting you near her again.”

      We all knew how horrible Esperanza could be to her own family. Now that I was involved with both her sons, I doubted she’d let any of us go if she caught us. Jarid hung his head as if he were giving up on something he’d known for a long time. He might not have had his memory, but he wasn’t unintelligent.

      “We should go,” I said. “We’ve been here a while. We should probably figure out a way to contact Sarah and Jeremy.”

      “I already smashed the phone, remember?” Syeth said. “We don’t have a number.”

      I smirked, finally feeling as if my talents were well worth the risks. “I have a photographic memory, remember?”

      “You do?” Jarid asked.

      “I do,” I said, opening my hand for his phone. He lifted it from his pocket and handed it over.

      We left the café. Syeth held the folders against his chest, as protectively as I had. We weren’t letting the only physical evidence go without a fight. We walked through the alleys between buildings, avoiding the doves in the sky. There were less in the Level One districts, but we couldn’t take any chances. Esperanza had been a step ahead of us for a while, and she’d have Jarid’s face on the doves’ radar as soon as she realized he had left and wasn’t coming back.

      Once we were a few blocks away from the café, I typed the number for Sarah’s phone into Jarid’s. We huddled around the phone as if it were a delicate ornament. If she’d had to get rid of her phone, too, I wasn’t sure what would happen next.

      Good thing she picked up on the second ring.

      “Lora?” Jeremy asked through the line.

      My insides lightened. “Jeremy.”

      “Are you okay? Where are you? What happened?”

      “We need to meet,” Syeth said, taking the phone from my hands and putting the speaker close to his mouth. “We have files, but Esperanza caught us on the way out. She knows we have them, so we need to get them to you as soon as possible.”

      A rustling sound came from the other end. For a moment, I thought the call had been dropped.

      “Meet us at the café on the north side of the mall in twenty minutes,” Sarah said. “From your location, it should take ten minutes on foot.”

      The line cut out and I stared at the phone.

      “Trackers,” Syeth said, turning the phone off. “I won’t smash this until I have to.”

      “Do what you need to do,” Jarid said. “I don’t care about anything Mom has given us.”

      At that moment, the similarities between the brothers became clearer. The looks of disgust crossing their faces reminded me more of Syeth than the Jarid who Esperanza had created.

      Even though Syeth and I had completed the missions given to us, I’d never felt more confident with our mission than I did at that moment. There were no more secrets between us, and I knew if we worked hard enough, we would succeed.
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        * * *

      

      During our dates, Jarid and I hadn’t gone to the mall in their district. In my level, we had shopping centers, but nothing compared to the large building in front of us. Sunlight glinted off the glass enclosure, drawing us in closer. While I should have had my eyes peeled for security and doves, I couldn’t help admiring the clean, sleek structure as we walked inside.

      Jarid and Syeth appeared unphased by the massive open dome at the entrance of the mall, displaying a chandelier half the size of the dome hanging from the center. It sparkled, beckoning me inside. The music swelled around us, thumping loudly, though the other teens in our vicinity didn’t seem to notice. I couldn’t help smiling at the music even though it wasn’t my style. Sets of kiosks peppered the floor, with teens and kids walking up to them for their mods. Nothing about this place was dreary and gray like my home. The kiosks for Level Three teens were stuffed into shops, while here there were too many to count, and the whole environment seemed more welcoming than places I knew.

      Syeth and Jarid walked on either side of me, but neither of them spoke as we made our way to the cafe where Sarah wanted to meet. I supposed we all needed a minute to figure out how we felt about the situation and each other.

      Syeth had no idea I’d kissed Jarid and vice versa. For some reason, I wanted to explain myself to him and tell him I didn’t yearn for Jarid the way I did him. I’d only gone with the ruse of the pairing. Though, as twins, I wondered if Syeth instinctively knew.

      I hoped that wasn’t the case.

      Unlike the dark and old-school motif of the previous café, the one in the mall matched the Level One aesthetic which I’d become accustomed to. Clean, white surfaces showed how sterile this life was from more than one perspective. And the moment we walked into the café, the scent of coffee and pastries overwhelmed me. Jeremy popped his head up from a table near the front entrance. I couldn’t help the skip in my step as I walked toward him. Heat surged behind my eyes as emotion rushed through me. The last time I’d seen him had been before Syeth and I had almost gotten caught and memory-wiped. So much had happened, and I couldn’t imagine forgetting about my best friend.

      “Are you okay?” Jeremy asked, his eyes searching mine.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I laughed—a strange reaction, but I went with it.

      Sarah stood next to Jeremy with her hand out. “Are those the files?”

      Syeth handed them over and wiped his hand across his pants as if he were removing any essence of his mother from his body. I didn’t blame him. “Thanks for leaving us out there.”

      Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      Syeth and I shared a look.

      “We messaged you when we left the HQ building,” I said.

      Sarah motioned for us to sit at the table. Jarid hadn’t said a word, but I did notice him staring at Jeremy. I bet he’d recognized him now and put two and two together about the day before. Jeremy hadn’t been just a carriage driver. I hoped Jarid wasn’t too upset by our ruse.

      “We never received any messages.” Sarah lifted the first folder. I wasn’t sure how much she knew about what was inside, though I hoped she could tell me more about my involvement with all of this.

      “We thought you were caught and taken,” Jeremy said.

      “She must have blocked our phones before we even made it out of the building,” Syeth said with a curl in his lip.

      Sarah shoved away from the table, her chair screeching across the slick floor. “We need to get out of here.”

      I looked up at her. Her lips were pressed in a hard line as her eyes darted across the room. She and Jeremy lifted their phones from their pockets and stalked toward the door.

      Syeth, Jarid, and I quickly followed.

      Sarah shoved the phones into the trash bin near the exit and we followed her from the building. “We have security measures in place, but with Esperanza knowing what you’ve done, it’s not worth the risk. We have to head somewhere safer than here.”

      A sense of calm moved over me now that we’d reunited with Sarah and Jeremy. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go off on my own again, even with Syeth. Each mission proved more dangerous, as Esperanza always seemed a few steps ahead of us.

      Jeremy led the way while Sarah scoured the paperwork inside the folders. She moved through them quickly as if she had the same talent as me. She had more information, though, and could probably more easily put together the links between me and Esperanza’s plan.

      “Do you know why I’m in those folders?” I asked Sarah.

      Sarah didn’t answer for a minute. Instead, she flipped through my folder again.

      “I believe you’re the last profile that Esperanza is missing to perfect the memory biomod.”

      “What does that mean?” Syeth asked.

      “If you underwent an active-memory scan, then theoretically, they would have what they needed to design a biomod to better disrupt the process of memory, better than their current version,” Sarah said.

      “Esperanza said she wanted to scan me to see if I’d lied to her about spending time with Syeth,” I said softly.

      Jarid pulled a face. “She said what?”

      “It makes sense,” Sarah said. “The scan is a long test under laboratory conditions which would allow Esperanza’s research team to study how your brain forms memories and where it stores them.”

      “So, the pairing wasn’t by chance?” Jarid asked.

      I couldn’t even look him in the eye. From the moment I’d stepped onto that stage to accept our certificate, I’d had a feeling this was all too good to be true. Now, I had confirmation.

      “That’s why Esperanza tried to make you a part of her family. I bet she wanted to earn your trust and then contrive a reason for you to undergo the scan,” Sarah said.

      “Why hasn’t she done it already?” I asked, keeping all emotion from my voice. Hearing that Esperanza had only chosen me for her experimental gain created a sinking sensation in my gut.

      “In the past, the results have been sub-par with unwilling subjects,” Sarah said.

      I shivered, remembering Esperanza’s threat after catching Syeth and me at the club. She’d threatened me with the scan and fully intended on going through with it after she had my consent.

      “Now we know for sure that VaxWell has been developing the active-scan process. I had a feeling they were waiting for a particular target, and now we know who.” Sarah’s eyes met mine, and her mouth tugged at the corners. As much as we didn’t get along, I doubted she wanted me to undergo an invasive scan.

      There wasn’t time to think of what could have happened if I went through with Esperanza’s plan to scan me. Thinking of the twins’ mother, I had to know more about mine. “I found a photograph in Esperanza’s office with my mother. The files mention her, as well. Do you know how she’s involved?”

      For once, Sarah was silent. “I don’t know, Lora.”

      That answer wasn’t enough. “The files noted there were experiments done when the child—” I broke off, still unable to quite voice the conclusion that the experiment in the files was me. “Is this related to my photographic memory?”

      “If there were experiments done, then it might be,” Jeremy said unhelpfully.

      “Why me?”

      No one had an answer to that question.

      “Esperanza won’t find you again.” Syeth’s hand twined with mine.

      Jarid noticed but said nothing. I did note a hint of sadness in his eyes, but I doubted it was because of me. Syeth had told him all about Isra, and I wondered if he was thinking of her just then.

      “It’s good that we have you on our side,” Sarah said. “Our cell has used the information gathered from VaxWell whistle-blowers to produce a scanner mimicking the VaxWell facilities so that we can develop an antidote to rival Esperanza’s technology. We’re hoping it works against the memory-wipe biomod.”

      “How does it work?” Syeth asked. “Has it been tested before?”

      “The research suggests that Esperanza’s work doesn’t destroy memories outright; it just blocks the brain’s access to them,” Sarah said. “Recently, we’ve pulled a defector from the research team. I think if we can get a good scan of Lora, he’ll be able to finish the antidote. That’s the plan, anyway.”

      Syeth and Jarid shared a look. Seeing them on the same side brought out a lot of their twin qualities. One of them appeared to be silent communication.

      “Would the antidote work on me?” Jarid asked.

      “That’s what we’re hoping.”

      “I’ll do it,” I said without hesitation.

      Syeth and Jarid shot me the same grateful smile.

      A whirring sound filled my ears then, and for a moment, I thought it was a reaction of Syeth’s gaze on mine. But as the whirring became louder, I realized it wasn’t a symptom of my feelings for Syeth at all. A dove had appeared above us and hovered only a few feet above our heads.

      Sarah cursed. “Change of plans.”

      Sirens blared, loud enough to suggest they were just around the corner.

      Sarah turned and ran the other way. We followed, and this time I had no trouble keeping up.

      We were no match for the dove, but at least we were ahead of security. There was no way they were going to separate me from the group again. I kept up with them in stride, the drive to keep going fueled my legs and arms. Up ahead of us, the fenced barrier preventing the lower caste from entering the area loomed. There was no way we could scale the fence in time without getting caught. Once security realized there was no way out, they would have all our exits covered.

      Sarah continued to head toward the fence, and Jeremy followed her. They hadn’t steered us wrong yet, and when I spotted a jagged hole in the chain link, my heart soared. As the sirens blared even closer behind us, I risked a look over my shoulder. Five vehicles sped in our direction without any sign of letting up.

      Sarah was the first through the fence, followed by Jeremy, me, and the twins. My shirt caught on the sharp edges of the hole, but I didn’t care about the money Esperanza had spent on my clothing.

      “Through here!” Sarah yelled.

      The dove soared above us, but the vehicles stopped. Loud voices rang behind us as security chased us on foot. This time, I didn’t look behind me.

      Sarah headed down the steps of a decrepit, abandoned subway station. She disappeared down the steps with Jeremy right behind her.

      Jarid grunted, and Syeth and I slowed.

      “My head,” Jarid said, squeezing his eyes closed. His teeth ground together while Syeth and I grabbed both of his arms and helped him down the stairs. He stumbled a little, but once we were underground, he was able to stand on his own.

      Sarah turned a flashlight beam in our direction. “Come on!”

      “You got this,” Syeth said.

      Jarid inhaled, and then launched forward. He tripped over his feet and slammed against the wall. “Leave me here. I’ll only slow you down.”

      “Never!” Syeth said.

      “She can’t do anything worse to me,” Jarid said, peering at us through teary, squinted eyes.

      Of course, she could, but I wasn’t willing to say it; no matter what, we couldn’t risk it.

      Sarah and Jeremy were further away now. The shouts from security echoed down from the stairwell toward us. The danger and darkness was closing in.

      “I got you,” I said to Jarid, taking his arm again. He rested his weight on both Syeth and me as we practically dragged him through the tunnels.

      Sarah’s light blinked out in the distance, but I kept my eyes on her last visible location.

      “Leave me,” Jarid said breathlessly.

      “We can make it,” I said. The footfalls from the security were loud in the closed location. But when a hand grabbed me from the darkness, I knew it was Jeremy.

      We filtered our way into an alcove, our bodies squishing together. Sarah moved to the front and slid a door into place, concealing us. She flicked on her flashlight then, showing her face and the finger pressed against her lips.

      I tried to steady my breathing as security ran past us. We’d made it. Barely.
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      Security moved through the subway station for about an hour before their footfalls receded to where they’d come from. During their search, they walked past us several times while we silently stood in the cramped space. Jarid panted harder than anyone as his headaches intensified. Syeth whispered soothing words to him as we waited.

      Even after security had given up their search, we remained in the tunnels.

      Coming out of the alcove offered new and fresher air to breathe, but it was tinged with a stale scent. Sarah only turned on her flashlight sporadically to check the cracked signs on the walls. With one look at each sign, I charted the course in my mind in case I ever had to make my way back. But was my home even safe anymore? If the doves or security spotted me, there was no way Esperanza would ever let me go. Especially with everything I knew. She’d probably strap me to a chair for the rest of my life, treating me as an experiment for her evil plans.

      Jarid groaned again, the sound like a scream in the unused tunnels. His headaches progressed as we walked, and none of us knew what to do about them other than Syeth. He whispered reassurances, but we were forced to stop each time Jarid stumbled to the ground in pain.

      Sarah didn’t seem too concerned about getting caught, especially since we’d already evaded security. But we still waited until dark to emerge to the surface. Even before we reached the top of another abandoned station, we sensed the sound and flickering lights of the doves moving through the sky. We pressed our bodies against the walls of the stairwell, keeping our heads down.

      “It’s across the street,” she said.

      A sign for a library stood in front of the massive brick building. It resembled all the other poorly cared for buildings in the area, but it stuck out as a beacon of hope. While we’d been underground, Sarah had told us that the rebels worked out of a lab in that building. We were so close to the scan which might help Jarid and keep Esperanza from pushing her agenda throughout VaxWell. I wasn’t sure what exactly I had to do, but I would do anything to help Jarid get his memory back.

      In the time since I’d known him, I’d only seen a fraction of his headaches. Each time he groaned in pain, it steeled my resolve against Esperanza. A person who hurt her children deserved whatever was coming to her. She would pay for everything she’d done, but first, we had to get Jarid well again. Maybe then we could help the others out there who she’d hurt for her selfish gain.

      We waited about a half hour before Sarah considered it safe for us to cross the street. She led us around to the back of the building, and we rounded the corner just as two doves whirred by us. I released a breath and pressed my back against the crumbling brick. That was close.

      There were no keypads next to the door. I supposed that would have made the location obvious. Sarah entered first, and Jeremy gestured for me to follow. The interior of the building gave no signs of life. That seemed to be the point. If any security or doves came by, it would look like another lower section of the city crumbling into disrepair.

      Sarah pushed open a door and stepped into the wide-open space. Books were strewn all over the floor, but not enough to fill the giant bookshelves looming around us. Without the light from the sun, the room remained dark. The space was empty and clear of any other furniture or equipment.

      I’d suspected we were heading into the basement or some other space, but Sarah stood in the center and pressed her hands against her mouth.

      “It’s gone,” she muttered.

      “What’s gone?” Syeth asked, charging forward.

      Jarid shuffled into the room and leaned against the wall at the back. He seemed to be seconds away from collapsing. We didn’t have time to not find what we were looking for.

      “Everything. They took the entire lab with them,” Sarah said, turning to us. “Another group.”

      “Who?” Syeth asked. “Where would they have taken it?”

      Sarah shook her head, violently. “I don’t know. This is the problem with the rebellion. The fractured sects aren’t helping each other; they’re working against each other. They took everything from us.”

      Jeremy walked over to her with his head hung low. “This was a bonehead thing to do. But the different sects keep us safe. No one has all the information.”

      “But this is why we’re not getting anywhere!” Sarah said, kicking a book by her feet. It skidded across the floor. “We’re unable to take risks without a lab.”

      “You don’t have the contact information for anyone?” Syeth asked. “This can’t be it.”

      Sarah looked up as if someone had called her name. She charged across the room and slid in behind a large desk. When she reappeared, she held a phone in her hand. “Hang out for a bit, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Jeremy stuck to Sarah. They had already created a bond together, and I was happy for him.

      Syeth and I walked over to Jarid. A wooden bench seat was nestled against the wall, and Syeth helped Jarid onto it. It was just big enough for us, but I continued to stand. It was the only place in the room to sit other than the floor, and I wasn’t going to risk breaking it because of extra weight.

      “How are you doing?” Syeth asked his brother.

      “They’re getting worse,” Jarid said through his teeth. “I’ve never experienced them this bad before.”

      Syeth and I shared a look. We had no idea how to help him. Without a lab or resources, there was no telling how much further we could push Jarid before he would need more than a short break.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Jarid said, glancing between us. “I’ll be fine. I think all that running might have overworked my body.”

      “This isn’t your fault, Jarid,” Syeth said. “It’s hers.”

      Jarid bobbed his head a few times before sliding his body down further onto the bench. He turned away from us and curled his body like a sleeping child.

      Syeth stood up and motioned for me to follow him. Sarah’s voice echoed through the cavernous room, getting more distant as Syeth and I went into the small hallway we’d entered from.

      “We’ll find it,” I said, trying to sound reassuring.

      He tugged his fingers through his hair. “You don’t know that, Lora. What if this is it? What if she’s won?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the door to the larger room. Sarah and Jeremy were too far away to hear us, but I wasn’t sure if Jarid had fallen asleep or not.

      “We’ll find a way. We’ve overcome so much already. It can’t be for nothing.” I wanted to reach out to him, to hold his hand and make him believe. But unlike Jarid’s blind faith in the plan, Syeth was the practical one. We both wanted results, but it seemed as if it wasn’t up to us anymore.

      Suddenly, Sarah’s voice cut off, and we heard footsteps.

      I twisted around to re-enter the room and face her. She strode over to Jarid first, helping him up from the bench. Syeth pushed past me to get to him.

      “We have a new location,” Sarah said, with a hint of a smile. “They moved to a nearby school. This place was under the radar of security. The new defector is there waiting for us.”

      My heart soared, but the hard line of Syeth’s lips showed his doubt in the plan.

      “We should go, then,” Jarid said. “I feel a little stronger. But I would like to rest when we get there.”

      Syeth tugged his brother forward, and he and Sarah led the way.

      The school was only a few blocks away. Jarid’s face shone with sweat by the time we got there, though, so I knew he was hurting. Yet, he was as strong as his brother Syeth in the same determined way.

      The building looked to be in the same condition as the church, possibly worse. The brownstone looked like a residence, but Sarah explained that it had been a private preschool before Zero. The cement road leading up to it was covered with tall grass shooting up from the cracks. It took us longer than necessary to cross the street since the drones seemed to have multiplied since we’d arrived in that district. No doubt Esperanza wanted to find her golden child and punish the other.

      Inside, two armed rebels—large men with stun guns—led us down a hallway. On either side of the entrance were windowed doors. Some seemed like resting areas, with people stuffed into sleeping bags, while others were empty of anything but dusty desks and chairs from years past.

      The rebels led us across the school to a larger room than the rest. Thick, black paper blocked most light from coming through the windows. The room was instead lit up with lights on stands that sat next to desks, with various types of equipment scattered across the furniture and space.

      Sarah lifted her chin, heading over to the central desk with Jeremy by her side. Jarid, Syeth, and I stayed behind.

      A female laboratory worker grabbed a chair for Jarid, and we helped him into it. She wore the clothing style of a Level Three citizen and had her short blonde hair pulled back into the smallest of ponytails. “I’m Wendy,” she said. “I have medical training. How about I check you out and get you some relief?”

      Jarid smiled, lighting up the room. For a brief moment, I remembered why I had fallen for him to begin with. Whoever he ended up with was a lucky girl. Wendy smiled back, unable to hide from his charm.

      I tugged Syeth away from his brother. “He’ll be fine.”

      “I hope so,” Syeth said, squeezing my hand.

      Sarah turned when we approached. In front of her was a man who I guessed was probably in his fifties. He was squat with a round belly and thinning hair. His eyes darted between Syeth and me before returning to Sarah.

      “Are you sure no one followed you?” he asked.

      “I’m sure,” Sarah said. “We all know how important this work is.”

      The man looked over Sarah’s shoulder as if he didn’t believe her.

      “Lora and Syeth, this is Dr. Eliot Marks,” Sarah said.

      We exchanged greetings before Sarah gestured for Dr. Marks to show her the innovative technology he’d brought to the team.

      I spun in a circle, taking in all the people’s faces and the space, committing it all to memory. Since learning how important my skill was to the group, I no longer tried to hide it.

      The other rebels silently continued their work while shooting glances our way. I was as curious and guarded as they were, though. Sarah had said the rebel groups were always separate because it would keep them safe, but we’d breached their group. Our presence threatened them, too. Because of that, I worried about pressing any of them for more information. If I seemed too eager for my own reasons, I wondered if they’d refuse to help us entirely, fearing I was on the wrong side.

      Maybe once I proved to them that I was on their side, they’d trust me more. After the scan, I’d continue my investigation into my mother’s hidden past.
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      Jarid groaned from the back of the room, and Syeth whipped around to face his brother. “What’s wrong? What did you do to him?”

      Wendy stepped back, her hands in the air. “Nothing.”

      “Syeth,” I warned, rushing after him. There was no way these people were going to trust us if Syeth went after the poor girl.

      “What are all these wires?” Syeth grabbed the ends, pulling at the connections already attached to his brother’s head.

      “Syeth,” Jarid said before doubling over. His hands covered his ears as he grunted. The ends of the wires strapped to his forehead pulled taut. “She’s not doing anything.”

      “We’re taking his vitals,” Wendy said, grabbing the wires from Syeth. “We’re trying to help.”

      “Wendy,” Dr. Marks said, rushing over to us. “What do you have so far?”

      Wendy eyed Syeth until he released the wires. She lifted a tablet from the table next to her and scrolled her finger over it. “He’s had a number done on him. How do you want to proceed?”

      The light from the screen illuminated Dr. Marks’ face. “Oh dear, this is much farther along than you prepared me for, Sarah. And we don’t have a lot of time since Mrs. Rothkind will specifically target you three.”

      Sarah peeked over his shoulder at the screen. “What can we do?”

      Dr. Marks licked his lips and squinted at the screen for another few agonizing seconds. “We need to start now. There’s no time to waste.” He turned to a computer terminal behind him. “Tristan, can you bring us to the lab?”

      A man in his thirties or forties looked over at us. He wore a sleeveless shirt and had several bio-modded tattoos down his arms. His dark hair was cut short, and his jaw clenched. He looked like a male version of Sarah as he walked over. All seriousness and no fun. “Dr. Marks, are you sure about this?”

      It appeared as if the leader of their group was still unsure about their newest member. No wonder Sarah was so worried. Everyone seemed on edge, and with no formal leadership, I’d started to suspect we might not have the best chance at winning against a powerful and driven CEO.

      “I need to take a look at the equipment you promised, and then I will be able to give you a more formal answer,” Dr. Marks said.

      Tristan grunted, seeming to swallow what he really wanted to say. “Follow me.”

      “Jarid will be safe here,” Wendy said to Syeth, her eyes filled with promise.

      Syeth placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder, and Jarid slipped his hand down over it. He didn’t look up. I wasn’t sure what Wendy could do for the headaches since Esperanza had always allowed Jarid to suffer, but I hoped with my help this wouldn’t go on for much longer.

      We exited a different hallway to the back of the school. Tristan led the way, not allowing us to make a move before he did. He stood by the door before opening it a crack. Outside, the sounds of drones whirring through the air made my spine tingle. Was it just me, or were there more than before?

      I held my breath before he shoved open the door and sprinted outside. We followed directly behind him, Sarah right on his heels.

      He stopped in front of a pile of bricks and started moving them away. Without any words, Sarah and Jeremy helped them. Syeth, Dr. Marks, and I stood by since there wasn’t much space between them to make the work go any faster. I watched the sky, wanting to contribute even a little by keeping a look-out.

      Under the bricks, the space revealed a hidden metal door. Tristan looked up again before opening it. “Doctor, you head down there first; I’ll make sure to conceal it from the outside. Have one of the techs radio me when you’re finished.” Tristan locked eyes with me. “Good luck.”

      In the basement, the air was musty, and there was no light other than what little came leeching out from under a door at the end of the hallway. Pipes above our heads and against the walls weren’t in the best shape. Some of them leaked liquid—hopefully water—onto the floor, leaving puddles. My skin crawled at the idea of the dirty equipment touching my body.

      But that thought was whisked out of my mind the moment Dr. Marks pressed his hand against a tablet attached to the wall. The door opened, and it revealed a space unlike anything I could have imagined.

      If upstairs was a doomsday shelter, this was Syeth’s penthouse. The floors were clean, and all of the rebels moving across the space wore white lab coats as they worked on various set-ups. It looked as if the room had been a basketball court in another life. Rusted metal hoops with ripped nets stood on either end. Lines from the game stretched out across the polished floor.

      While I wanted to know more about what was happening in the lab, Dr. Marks gestured for me to follow him and we made our way toward a large tube. Thankfully, it was clean.

      “Our lab is mobile in this way,” Dr. Marks explained. “All we need is this machine and a few wires and a tablet.” He peered up as if it were his life’s work. Maybe it had been. I didn’t know much about him other than his personality, which edged on paranoia.

      Two lab techs, a dark-skinned man and a woman, walked up to us.

      “Lora,” the woman said, and I noticed her eyes were kind but calculating. Like Dr. Marks’. Maybe all the scientists were like this. I supposed they had to be after experimenting with innovative medical technology. “My name is Yesenia. If you could place these on your temples, we’ll be able to get a reading. Do you need a sweater? Or water?”

      “No thanks,” I said, taking the soft, sticky pads from her.

      Syeth came over to me and took one of them from my trembling hands. The touch of his fingers pressing the pad against my head settled my nerves a little.

      “If you’re not ready for this, I’ll understand,” he said.

      “I’m ready,” I said, taking a shuddering breath. “It’s a lot of pressure, though.”

      Syeth nodded, and for once, I wished I had more than just a photographic memory. I wanted to dig into his mind and see what he was thinking. I was the key to unlocking what his mother had done to Jarid, but neither of us could deny the feelings we had for each other. I wasn’t sure how I would feel if Syeth had been the one undergoing the scan instead of me. If I were in Syeth’s place, I would want to protect a sibling of mine, too, no matter the cost. I had never been one to believe in all this technology being capable of making our lives better, but I supposed if I could fight with it for a noble cause, then it was worth it.

      The male tech, Gerard, helped me into a transparent tube. It had enough room for me to sit comfortably on an angle, as if I was reclining in a chair. I wasn’t sure where to put my hands and legs, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.

      Once the front of the tube closed in on me, my heart raced in my chest. I sucked in deep gulps of air as if my body knew more than I did. There were spaces for air to come in around the seal of the door, but I couldn’t help nearing panic.

      Syeth walked up to the tube then, his body a mass of warped shapes behind the glass. He nodded and mustered as much of a smile as he could.

      I took one more deep breath and closed my eyes, focusing on the air moving in and out of my lungs. I thought of Jarid and the horrible things Esperanza had done to him. This was another chance for me to make a difference. When I opened my eyes, Syeth was a few feet away from the tube.

      “We’re going to start the test now,” Yesenia’s voice rang through the space above me.

      “Okay,” I croaked.

      A vibration stirred the tube under me. I gripped my hands together in my lap as a circular piece of equipment descended from the top of the machine and over my head. A humming sound grew more intense as flashing lights were emitted from the machinery. I kept as still as possible as they completed the scans.

      A flickering picture appeared in front of me, and I blinked a few times—expecting it to go away. But it didn’t.

      “We’re going to start with some easier tests,” Dr. Marks announced, his voice amplified through the tube.

      A string of words moved over the screen.

      “I’m going to have you read these words back to me,” Dr. Marks said.

      Once the words stopped scrolling, I repeated them.

      “Good,” he said.

      Next came a longer string, which I repeated as instructed, and I couldn’t help smiling the next time he said, “Good.”

      Then, there was a test with various objects. I had about a second to look at them before square boxes concealed them.

      “Use your finger to touch the boxes and match them up. Only match the pairs,” Dr. Marks said.

      We went over the process three times, each time with even more objects and boxes. I didn’t miss once.

      With the distraction of the games, I barely noticed the machine whirring close to my head. Eventually, even the mechanical hum faded into the background of my mind.

      “Next, watch the path the ball takes across the screen,” Dr. Marks said. “Try to remember it.”

      A blue ball bounced on the screen in the shape of two-W’s. Once the ball disappeared off the screen, I traced it with my finger before the space lit up green. Green was good.

      “Again,” he said.

      This time, there were two balls.

      The balls came faster and bounced slowly or quickly depending on the test. I traced each line at the expected speeds, and the screen turned green every time.

      My smile grew wider each time I received a good mark. I hoped they were getting enough information from my brain scan to help Jarid.

      Then the screen turned black, and the whirring machine near my head stopped moving.

      I turned to see the others gathered behind a set of computers, Yesenia frantically moved her finger over the screens as Dr. Marks barked at her.

      “Open the door,” Syeth said, and within seconds the front of the tube lifted.

      I slipped out. “Is the test over?”

      Dr. Marks threw his fisted hands in the air. “I told you we couldn’t do anything with this half-assed set-up! I need to be able to react. I need parts. I need top-notch computers! This is never going to work!”

      “What happened?” I asked Syeth.

      “We couldn’t get a full scan,” he said.

      I rounded the desk and looked at the screen. The words CRITICAL FAILURE blinked over sets of graphs. I had no idea what the charts meant, but I knew what failure was.

      “This isn’t your fault,” Jeremy said.

      “Of course not,” Dr. Marks barked again. “Gerard, get me on the radio with Tristan. I can’t work in these conditions.”

      Between Dr. Marks’ anger and my disappointment, I couldn’t keep my shoulders from slumping forward.

      “The scans were amazing,” Syeth said, out of earshot of Dr. Marks. “Each time you completed a task, the graphs were off the charts.”

      My cheeks heated up. I knew my mind was different, but I had no idea how much. Syeth seemed excited now, but what if this alienated us? Was I a freak to him? An anomaly only used to help his brother?

      As if he could read my mind, he slipped his hand into mine. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “What about Jarid?” I asked.

      “We’ll get him what he needs,” Sarah said. “It will take time. This test today is indicative of what we require moving forward. It’s all good, Lora. You did great, and now we simply know we’re going to need a much bigger computer.”

      Yesenia’s phone blared from her lab coat and she lifted it from her pocket. She checked the screen, and her eyes widened. “Gerard.” Her voice alone showed she didn’t have time for him to walk across the room to answer her. “Security vans are collecting at the edge of our zone. Keep an eye on them and let me know if they get any closer.”

      The techs in the room stopped what they were doing and looked to her. Yesenia flipped on her radio and called Tristan, informing him of the threat.

      “Did you complete the scan?” Tristan’s crackling voice spoke over the radio.

      Dr. Marks grabbed the radio from her. “Of course not. I can’t work like this—”

      “Doctor, what do you suggest we do?”  Tristan asked.

      Dr. Marks wiped a hand over his sweaty face.

      Yesenia spoke up. “Can we try one more time? If security comes, we’re not going to be able to take the equipment with us. This might be our last chance.”

      “Dr. Marks,” Tristan said. “Does that work for you?”

      Jarid moaned in the background of the radio and Syeth charged forward. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s not getting better,” Tristan said. “Dr. Marks, can we do another scan?”

      “It could work,” Dr. Marks said, sending a pitying glance at Syeth. “If I try a different approach.”

      “What is it?” I asked, ready to try again. Maybe I could do it right this time. “Maybe if we take multiple smaller scans, then we could stitch them together afterward. Would that work?”

      “Won’t that take longer?” Yesenia asked.

      Dr. Marks half-nodded, thinking. “It will take longer, but it should.”

      I stalked over to the tube and got inside. “We have to try.”
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      With the second run, the tests were the same as before, but with different outcomes. And there were a few minutes of downtime between each one. I tried to get the tests done as quickly as possible, but I also started to believe that it wasn’t me slowing the machine. After each test, the mechanical whirring lessened while Dr. Marks moved his fingers all over the screens.

      The minutes ticked away, and I wasn’t sure if we could get everything finished before security discovered our location.

      Tristan, Jarid, and a few of the other rebels arrived in the basement. Syeth helped his brother into a chair and Jarid slumped against it, his jaw hanging slack. Even from a distance, I could tell he wasn’t doing well. There was no way he could take another escape from security. Maybe the threat was against another building—we needed anything to give us time to complete the scan.

      The ball test was the sign that we were almost finished. I tried each time to do it quicker than the last. But then, shouts rang out from the room, and I turned away from the screen to see a young rebel guy in the doorway. “They’re around the corner already! Run!”

      Syeth bolted over to me and helped me from the tube. The new rebel shut the door we’d entered before and locked it before barricading it with a thick slab of wood.

      “How are we going to get out?” I asked Tristan.

      “This way!” he yelled, bolting with the rest of the group toward another exit.

      I had no idea what was essential to the mission, so I just helped Syeth heft Jarid over his shoulder. They were about the same size, but even under Jarid’s groaning, he held his almost unconscious brother with steady hands.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Syeth said.

      Loud banging sounded against the barricaded door, propelling me toward our new escape. Sarah and Jeremy stayed in front of me while we charged up another set of stairs. Running through a doorway, we stopped up on the first level. Cubbies were nestled against the wall with a dusty backpack in one of them. Three smaller umbrellas rested in a stand by the door leading to the back of the building.

      Tristan and the others were already outside the back entrance. Flashes of light appeared through the front windows from the security vans. I had no idea when they would come around that side of the building, but we had no time to waste. We raced across the small backyard and pushed through a short wrought iron fence which had seen better days. Tristan pushed the gate, and it fell off the hinges, clanging to the ground.

      Several of the rebels met us around the next building, including Jeremy. He had a piece of equipment strapped to his back. Syeth propped Jarid against the side of the building. Jarid’s head lolled to the side and sweat collected at his hairline, and it appeared as if he was floating in and out of consciousness. If Syeth couldn’t carry him for a long time, there was no way either of us would leave him behind. What then?

      I caught my breath and was about to tell Syeth to take a break when Tristan took the lead and counted down from five on his fingers.

      Then, we were off again. Jarid groaned, and I knew he was awake but still not doing well. Syeth lagged, and finally, we stopped at the next building, Sarah remained behind with us as the rest went on ahead. She now had a radio attached to her belt, so at least we could contact the rest of the rebels as needed.

      Syeth adjusted Jarid on his back. Sweat collected at both the twins’ brows, but Syeth was the one whose energy level I cared about most. There was no way I’d be able to carry Jarid if Syeth got too tired.

      Flashing lights appeared in front of us, and Sarah grabbed my arm to pull me forward.

      “Syeth!” I called out as I tried to get her off me.

      “I’m right here,” he grunted. “Keep going.”

      I was important to the mission of Tristan’s rebel group, I understood that, but my heart and head pulled me in different directions.

      We made it past three more buildings before Syeth stumbled, nearly dropping Jarid to the ground.

      “We need a break!” I protested.

      Jeremy helped Jarid off Syeth’s shoulder, propping him against the wall. Syeth stared at his brother.

      “Somethings not right,” Sarah said with a shake of her head. “Security shouldn’t have been able to find us so quickly. I was careful about the doves.”

      “Dr. Marks seemed pretty anxious,” Jeremy said. “Maybe he gave his plan away before he defected?”

      “I don’t know,” Sarah said, just before whirling on Syeth and me. “What happened in Esperanza’s office? Was there anything strange or out of the ordinary, anything weird about the security?”

      “No,” I said at the same time that Syeth said, “Yes.”

      I turned to him. “What are you talking about?”

      He sighed. “Remember I told you how easy it was to get the files? It still feels off.”

      “How so?” Sarah asked.

      “Since there was only one way to get into the safe, I’m wondering if Mother was trying to use unproven security methods. I mean, she caught us the moment we tried to leave.”

      Why hadn’t he pushed this issue when we’d been inside Esperanza’s office? Our kiss had overwhelmed me, and it was possible that it had skewed my judgment, as well. Or maybe it had been my face inside of a folder in Esperanza’s office and the idea that I wasn’t my father’s child that had thrown me off, after all.

      Sarah’s face turned to a stone mask. “Tell me exactly what you touched in her office.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said. “The files, the drive. Everything we gave you.”

      “Were any of the surfaces covered in a wet substance?”

      It seemed like an odd question, but before I could say no, my throat clenched as the memory stick blinked into my vision. “I did. Under the memory stick, there was something wet. I thought it was condensation.”

      Jeremy looked at Sarah, avoiding my eyes.

      “What did I do? What was that stuff?” I asked.

      “You did nothing wrong,” Syeth said. “What’s the substance, Sarah?”

      Sarah cursed and kicked the toe of her boot into the ground. “One of VaxWell’s sister companies has been testing a microbe absorbed through the skin, which causes a person’s breath to have a particular signature detectable by the city’s doves. I think that was why it didn’t take much to get into the safe. That was her real security.”

      “What does it do?” Syeth asked. “Will it hurt her?”

      “No,” Sarah said. “It takes a while to build up a critical mass in the bloodstream, but the longer the microbe is present, the stronger the signal gets. It has a limit and will be absorbed into your system, but that won’t have happened yet, and I’m sure you’ve built enough of it up already for them to track you. To be sure, have you felt queasy since leaving her office?”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to me—even Jarid’s.

      “I was a little sick to my stomach when we were at the cafe. Before we met Jarid. But I thought that was just nerves.”

      Sarah groaned and stalked away. She stood by the corner of the building and peered out at the street. I wanted to believe she was thinking of a plan, but I knew she regretted having me on the rebel side once again. In her eyes, I kept messing up. Now, I had a tracker inside of me, which put the rest of the group in danger.

      “I can’t stay here,” I said, backing away from Syeth and the others. “Esperanza will find you and Jarid, and I’ll never see you again.”

      “No,” Sarah said firmly. “You will come with us. We’ll protect you.”

      “How? If I’m with you, she’ll know where you are! This is why I have to—” I swallowed the word before building up enough confidence to say it aloud. “I have to leave. It’s the only way to keep everyone safe.”

      “The only way to keep everyone safe is by fighting back,” Sarah said. “We need you to help us.”

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight,” Syeth said. “No matter where you go.”

      A flicker of warmth swelled within me before it died down again. The longer I stuck around, the easier it would be for Esperanza.

      “We have to go,” Jeremy said. “Now.”

      Syeth hefted Jarid onto his shoulders, and I trudged along behind them, unsure what to do. It would be easy enough for me to lag and get caught. There was no way Syeth would let Jarid go with their mother, and he would do the right thing knowing I did the same for them. I could run into the arms of security, risking my memory and the technology within me.

      The thought of never seeing Syeth again brought stinging tears to my eyes. Leaving the group was the right thing to do, though. I could protect them by sacrificing myself.

      But if I did leave, then there wouldn’t be any hope for Jarid.

      Syeth let out a grunt of pain as he ran with Jarid. My steps slowed only for a moment. The rebel side needed me and my strange brain. They needed the antidote for Esperanza’s victims. As much as I cared for Jarid, there were others out there who needed it, too. I couldn’t give up on them.

      Besides, if I separated from the twins, when would I ever see them again?

      “You’re questioning yourself,” Sarah said, slowing her pace to mine. While my breathing was heavy, hers was steady. “You need to stay with us. We will protect you.”

      “I know,” I said, purpose filling me. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      Sarah smiled as if I had told her she was going to get the biggest present for her birthday. I didn’t blame her. She’d finally found a lead for the technology against Esperanza. I wouldn’t have wanted to let me go, either.

      As we neared the top of the alley, a security van whizzed past, and then the brakes squealed at the end of the road.

      “Fall back!” Jeremy yelled.

      Syeth nearly dropped Jarid off his shoulders as he skidded to a halt before turning in my direction.

      Each corner we tried, though, another van appeared, and a slew of doves stayed with us. I started to regret my choice to stay—maybe they’d have gotten away if I’d headed off on my own.

      Soon enough, the barricades from security led us back to being just a street away from the preschool. All the running had been for nothing.

      Sarah had the same realization as she called into the radio for the other rebel troops.

      “Get to the van. We need to outrun the signal…” Tristan’s voice cut off, and then he rattled off another street. “Two blocks from your location. North.”

      “Got it,” Sarah said into the radio before clicking it back into her belt. She waved us over to where she stood peering around the corner of the building. “If we get into the van, we should be able to outdistance security and hide your breath signature.”

      “So, let’s hurry,” Syeth said.

      I wanted to believe there was hope for us, but I knew my stupid mistake was derailing the plan. If I got out of this situation alive, I needed to start thinking smarter. I would never turn into someone like Esperanza, but I had to try harder to stay ahead of her.

      Sarah led us through the streets. The doves homed in on our location, but security remained behind us. There was no way we could outrun both, though—at least, not until we reached the van.

      Syeth grunted from behind me, and I couldn’t bear to turn around and see his twisted, strained expression. I pushed down the guilt threatening to bubble out of me and kept up with Sarah.

      The sound of whirring doves filled my ears as the sirens from security vans approached even faster.

      “It’s just around the corner,” Sarah said.

      I finally turned to Syeth. His jaw was set, and his hands gripped Jarid’s body against his own. “We’re so close,” I urged him on.

      “I know,” he said through gritted teeth. “Get to safety. I’ll be fine.”

      That sounded less like hope and more like a goodbye.

      “Where is it?” Jeremy asked.

      Sarah stood in the middle of the alley, staring ahead. A tall wall towered over us—a dead-end.

      “We always stashed it here,” Sarah said.

      “Was that moved, too?” Syeth growled, helping his brother to the ground. He rolled his shoulders and winced.

      “It might be on the other side,” Sarah offered.

      “How are we going to get over there?” Syeth stared at his panting brother. It was as if Jarid had been running and not him. He was getting worse with every second.

      “We have to climb,” Sarah said.

      “Jarid can’t make it over,” I said. “What’s another option?”

      Sarah shook her head. “There isn’t one.”

      Flashing lights bloomed outside the alley.

      “If we go out there, we get caught,” Sarah said.

      “Come on, Lora,” Jeremy said, already scaling the wall. “We need to go. Our work is too important to give up.”

      I looked at Syeth.

      “I’ll be right behind you.” There was no way he’d be able to get up the wall with Jarid, but he wasn’t giving up.

      I couldn’t either.

      Sarah and Jeremy were already halfway up, as if they had sticky pads on their hands and feet. I stuck my toes into a hole in the crumbling brick and lifted myself. I made it only a few feet before the wall under my fingers started to disintegrate. Before the hole widened, I grabbed another one. This one did the same. I started to sink further away from Sarah and Jeremy.

      “Guys!” I cried out as I fell backward.

      “Lora!” Syeth cried out as my butt hit the ground. Pain ricocheted through me.

      Sarah and Jeremy were already at the top when Syeth helped me up from the ground.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I held back the tears in my eyes as I nodded. I wasn’t hurt physically, but the situation in front of us wasn’t going to work out. If I couldn’t make it up there as one person, Syeth would never be able to get Jarid up there and to safety.

      “Let me help you,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      “Let me worry about Jarid and me. We need to get you and your beautiful mind to safety.” His hands cupped my cheeks, and he pressed his forehead to mine.

      The moment passed in a blink of an eye, and then Syeth turned me toward the wall. “This side seems a little more stable.”

      “Lora, we can help you,” Jeremy said from the top. He and Sarah leaned over the edge with their hands outstretched.

      I scaled the first few feet with Syeth underneath me in case I fell. He instructed where to put my hands. I only slipped once, and it seemed as if I was going to be all right until I heard the familiar sound of running footfalls against the concrete.

      “Stop where you are!” Valda shouted, holding her stun gun in front of her. She charged toward Syeth. He’d just started climbing the wall, helping Jarid up, too.

      But there was no way he and Jarid could scale it before Valda reached the wall.

      “Lora.” Sarah’s hands were too far away from me, and I couldn’t take my eyes off Syeth.

      Syeth looked up at me with pleading eyes before hopping down from the wall.

      “No!” I hissed.

      “Come down, Lora,” Valda said. “You don’t want to smash your pretty little face, do you?”

      “Don’t do it,” Syeth called to me. “Go!”

      Valda turned the gun on him and pulled the trigger.

      Syeth crumpled to the ground and writhed in pain. Jarid slumped to the side. Valda wouldn’t need to waste a stun patch on him.

      “Look what you made me do, Lora,” Valda said. “Now come down.”

      “Lora!” Jeremy shouted. “Come on! You’re practically here!”

      There was nothing I could do for Syeth, and I knew he would want me to keep going. I moved quicker than I’d ever imagined possible as my numb fingers dug into the brick. I reached for Jeremy’s hand, and he lowered himself even further to grip my wrist.

      “Got you,” he said, smiling. A patch whizzed by his cheek, and he pulled back. Our hands slipped away from each other.

      I grabbed the wall again, glancing over my shoulder at Valda. She stood at the bottom with her head tilted in my direction. Both Sarah and Jeremy remained in hiding, and I couldn’t reach another sturdy hand-hold on my own.

      “You’re not getting out of here, Lora.” The scorn was clear in Valda’s voice. No doubt Esperanza had pushed her to find us. I didn’t doubt her resolve, but I couldn’t allow her to take all of us.

      I wished my thoughts were as powerful outside my mind as inside, but with each second, I’d started to sink. Pieces of the wall fell to the ground below me. I reached for anything to grab onto. My nails bent the wrong way as I tried to find purchase in the crumbling brick.

      Before I knew it, I was falling again. This time, in Valda’s direction.
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        * * *

      

      “Put your hands on the wall and don’t move,” Valda said, pointing the gun at my back.

      All hope I’d had of Sarah producing a new plan deflated. I wasn’t going to get any help from the rebels. No wonder they were so fractured. They never helped when it truly mattered.

      Syeth and Jarid were both on the ground, unconscious. Valda hadn’t needed to do anything to Jarid to put him in that state, but poor Syeth. Who was going to help them if I went with Valda? Sarah and the rebels didn’t need the twins. They needed me.

      What if I could help them both? I had to try.

      As much as I wasn’t willing to let go of Syeth, I had to. At least for a little while. If I could get away from Valda and go with Sarah, there was a chance of me helping. I hated to think of what Esperanza would do to Syeth and Jarid, but the bigger mission was more important. I would have wanted Syeth to escape if he’d had the opportunity.

      Valda stalked closer to me with her gun in front of her.

      I whipped around, smashing my fist into the side of her hand. Valda’s mouth fell open as the gun clattered to the ground. She stood there with murder in her eyes, glancing at the gun. She was closer than me, and there was no way I could beat her to it. Turning toward the wall, I jumped and found a hold for my hands before climbing as fast as I could. The wall didn’t have a chance to move under me—the moment my hands or feet touched it, I was already onto the next hold.

      A hand wrapped around my ankle and pulled. Valda was much stronger than I’d given her credit for. She tugged, and I couldn’t hold onto the wall any longer before falling to the ground.

      A sharp pain radiated through my body, and I tried to peel myself off the ground. Valda stood above me and we locked eyes. Her finger pressed against the trigger of the gun, and the patch slapped against my chest.

      A surge of electricity coursed through me, attacking my nervous system. My muscles spasmed and the world fell away as blackness clouded my vision, and then I fell into oblivion.
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      Swirls colored my vision, ebbing and flowing through a strange abyss. My mind was clear and relaxed, yet something seemed off. There was an important task I should be doing.

      But what was it? Purpose hovered in front of me, just out of reach. I tried to pull myself out of the sluggish nature of my body, but I couldn’t quite do it…

      Until a loud sound of metal against metal propelled me back to reality.

      My eyes flew open. For a moment, I thought they hadn’t since my vision remained clouded. The longer I held my eyes open, though, the more the room sharpened. A sea of dark grays stretched around me and melded into shapes. I tried to move, but someone held my arms and legs. Hands sat clamped over my wrists and ankles, but I didn’t see anyone. I tried to wriggle free, but whatever held me down wasn’t letting go. I was in a tube. For a second, I thought we were back at the rebel lab, and they were about to run that experimental scan on me again. But the tube surrounding me was much cleaner than the rebels’—and the room was, too.

      A soreness settled in my back, and the memory from the rest of the night crashed over me. And then my vision cleared enough that I could see the twins. Both were across from me, lying on identical metal gurneys. Their eyes were closed, and they looked more peaceful than I’d ever seen them.

      “Syeth? Jarid?”

      Jarid’s head lolled to the side, not facing me, but his chest rose and fell enough that I knew he was alive. Neither of them moved at my voice.

      “Syeth, wake up!” I hissed at him. A few techs in lab coats milled across the room. There weren’t any wires attached to me yet, but I didn’t know how long it would be until someone came to check on us.

      Syeth didn’t move a muscle other than his breathing. Why had I woken up and they hadn’t?

      Across the room were dozens of the same tube-like machines like the one I rested in. But they weren’t empty.

      Had we been in this place more than a day? I had no idea what day it was or where we were. Jeremy and Sarah must have escaped. I couldn’t think of anything else happening to them since they weren’t in the room. Syeth and Jarid were Esperanza’s family, though, and she wanted what was inside of my head. To her, Sarah and Jeremy were probably disposable.

      I turned away from the twins and all thoughts of Esperanza harming my friends. Inside some of the tubes were sleeping forms, looking as unconscious as the twins. At the top of each tube was the same type of circular machine which had scanned my brain before. Were all these people like me?

      I wasn’t going to be one of Esperanza’s prisoners.

      “Syeth!” I called again, trying to move my hands and legs at the same time. Because of the reclining position, I couldn’t lift my head enough to get a full view of the room. I pushed against the straps with my arms and legs, but they held me in place as if they were grounded by the cement floor.

      This wasn’t where I needed to be. Syeth had protected me in the alley, and now it was my turn to do the same for him.

      “You need to stop doing that,” a man said from next to me.

      He walked around my tube to stand in front of me. He was young, maybe a few years older than me. His name, Reese Buckman, was embroidered on his lapel. His finger moved along the screen attached to my tube. I guessed my vitals were on there, as well.

      Working for Esperanza, he already knew the awful things she had done to people in this room. He wasn’t on my side, and I had to keep my emotions in check. Esperanza was always ahead of us, and now I was in the belly of her awful beast and needed to think about how to proceed for all of us to get out of there with our memories intact.

      That metal sound sounded again, and I turned to see two female techs lifting a gurney identical to those under Syeth and Jarid from off a platform. They sprayed a liquid over it and started to clean it.

      Reese placed his cold hands against my neck. I tried to move away from him, but I didn’t have much reach. “Don’t try to fight me. You’re not getting out of here with you full memory. Might as well lie down and take it.”

      “Never,” I hissed through my teeth.

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      I glanced at Syeth. He was still asleep. Now, I wished he would stay that way until I could figure out a plan for all of us.

      Clicking heels filled the space, and I cringed, waiting for Valda’s sneer to appear. No doubt, she didn’t appreciate me hitting her in the alley. She seemed like the type who’d want revenge against someone who couldn’t defend herself.

      “Dr. Rothkind,” Reese said.

      Esperanza appeared in front of me. Even though I rested above her, her nose jutted into the air and flared as if she smelled something putrid. If I’d had one of my limbs mobile, I’d have shown her how I felt about her.

      I pushed against the bonds again. “I know what you’ve done to Jarid. You’re a despicable human being.”

      “Lora, that’s not a very nice thing to say to me,” she said in her smooth voice. She dipped her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. Her shoulders were relaxed as if we were having tea on the terrace at the penthouse. This was her domain, I realized, but somehow I had to find a way out of it with my memories and the twins in tow.

      I had to buy some time before they started whatever scan of my head that she wanted. “How could you do that to Jarid?” I demanded, loudly enough to try to rouse the twins.

      If Syeth woke up, then maybe he could help with an escape plan, because my mind couldn’t formulate how to get out of these straps, never mind out of the lab.

      Esperanza glanced at her son. For a second, a flicker of humanity rested in her eyes. Then, it disappeared into the cold stare maintained by all the scientists in the room. “I wiped his memory for his own good. Now, you’ve given me the perfect excuse to bring my sons together in that way. Syeth won’t remember you or any of the thoughts you’ve put into his head.”

      Little did she know it had been Syeth who’d enlightened me. I turned to face him as heat coursed through my body. He wouldn’t go willingly, but once he succumbed to the memory wipe, I’d never see the joy in his eyes again when he looked at me.

      “But you, Lora,” Esperanza said, dragging her hand across the table, “I have special plans for you.”

      “There’s no reason for this,” I said. “Why do you want to make him forget me? You do understand it hurts Jarid. The headaches are debilitating.”

      “They are a side-effect of love,” Esperanza said. “Love hurts much more than a headache. I’m protecting my boys.”

      “You’re insane.”

      Reese flinched and glanced at Esperanza.

      All she did was smile. “You might be interested to know that the technology is close to being perfect. Once that happens, I’ll return my sons to their healthiest selves. Mind and body. I’ll fix Jarid and make Syeth into the good boy he always should have been.”

      I jerked, wrestling with the straps. The urge to grab onto her overwhelmed me. She’d change them based on technology and not her child rearing. It was a do-over she wanted to manipulate into existence.

      I wriggled against my bindings while she stood there staring at me.

      “Don’t exhaust yourself, dear,” she said.

      It was all I could do. My teeth dug into my lip as I tried to get any space between my body and the straps. Freeing a hand would be helpful, but at least if I got a leg out, then I could get more leverage.

      Too bad my superpower wasn’t strength instead of trapping information in my mind.

      “Lora?” Syeth croaked.

      I whipped my head sideways to face him. “Syeth.”

      “What’s happening?” he asked, and then he spotted his mother. He was still groggy, but I could see understanding dawning.

      “Start the procedure,” Esperanza said to the tech, and then she walked around to the front of my screen. She moved her fingers across it, typing away. Was this the last time I would see Syeth and remember him?

      I strained to keep him in my sights.

      Two other male techs appeared at Syeth’s side, and he struggled against his bindings as much as I did. One of the techs put a clear, plastic mask over Syeth’s mouth and nose. A thin tube snaked toward a metal container. It must have been anesthetic. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear him. Our eyes locked. This couldn’t be goodbye, but how could I save him?

      “This is a momentary thing,” Esperanza said as the techs wheeled Syeth out of my sight.

      “Don’t do this!” I cried out. My voice was the only thing Esperanza didn’t control. At least at the moment.

      “Lora, you’re not going to remember any of this. Don’t worry.”

      Even after all we had gone through, Esperanza was still going to win.

      She hated me, and now she was going to erase my memories, my life. How much of it would I remember? I knew she would get rid of what I knew of her family, but would she go as far as to erase Mom and what I knew about the rebels?

      Tears stung my eyes and my world blurred. Without the ability to wipe them from my face, I watched as her twisted smile disappeared from my vision. I closed my eyes, not fighting the tears anymore.

      With Syeth gone and Jarid about to leave with him, we had lost.

      I couldn’t save them. I couldn’t even save myself. The last images I had of Syeth came to mind. Him trying to save me at the wall, his hand on mine, us kissing. The tears flowed faster now, and my body shook with sobs. I would never see him again, and that was that.

      I’d failed everyone, including myself.
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      When I opened my eyes, the world around me moved. The tears cleared from my eyes, but the room started to shift.

      No, I was moving.

      Syeth remained somewhere behind me as my shoulders sagged with defeat. Whatever they were about to do was inevitable. We arrived at a door, and Reese moved in front of me to press his hand against the scanner. The screen lit up green, and the door slid through the wall to reveal an empty room.

      Inside, the walls and floors were pristine white, and a faint scent of antiseptic clung to the air. The lights above were blinding, and I had to squint to keep from closing my eyes for good. I wanted to hold onto my memories for as long as possible. Esperanza would win, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t fight it until the end.

      The only other furniture in the room was a desk with a large computer screen on top of it. It was turned around so I couldn’t see what scans they’d retrieved from the rebels and which tests they would perform next. I supposed it didn’t matter anyway. I wouldn’t be any use to the rebels without my memory.

      Would they take away my photographic memory, as well? Did Esperanza know that that was the way I’d helped the rebels? Without it, what else would I lose? My chest clenched at the idea of losing the part of myself which my biological father had given me. I didn’t know him at all, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.

      A cold weight pressed against my body as Reese turned the machine on. The familiar whirring vibrated all around me as the cylinder moved down the tube to rest around my head. It spun quickly, and flashing lights filled my vision. I stared at my feet, offering my last bit of rebellion against Esperanza’s agenda.

      “We’re going to start with a series of questions,” he said. “Answer the first thing which comes to your mind.”

      While I’d been happy to answer questions for Dr. Marks, I wouldn’t make this easy for them.

      “Easy one first,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      I pressed my lips together, not looking at the techs. Through my periphery, their eyes bored into mine, creating a wave of tingles washing over me. Before all of this, I might have complied for fear of getting into trouble. Now, I was a rebel through and through. They’d have to force any answers out of me.

      “What’s your name?” he repeated.

      I stared at the ceiling.

      “What’s your name?” he asked again, and this time there was no kindness in his voice.

      Before I knew it, the machine had stopped, and the other tech stood in front of me. The man’s lapel read Viktor Pahalchuk. His face twisted in anger. “If you don’t answer our questions, I will use this on you.”

      He held up a syringe with a clear liquid inside. His finger was already on the plunger, ready to dispense whatever was inside.

      I flinched and tried to move away from him, even by the few inches the straps allowed.

      “We can’t do that,” Reese said. “It will mess with the results.”

      Viktor pulled a face, instead warning me with his eyes. I wasn’t worried. I supposed in a few minutes that I would forget them anyway, but at least I had a moment of satisfaction.

      He placed the syringe on the table with the point facing in my direction.

      “We might not be able to subdue you chemically,” Viktor said, “but we have other ways of getting what we need.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He smirked, and my blood ran cold. “The questions are a formality for willing patients. Do you think that everyone out there wanted to give us the information for the scans? Mrs. Rothkind is a lot smarter and more driven than you realize. Now, are you willing to answerer our questions or not?”

      “Not,” I said, lifting my chin. There was no way I would ever help Esperanza.

      “Okay,” he said, and then he furiously tapped over the screen. The cylinder started up again, but the flashing lights were different. They beat faster now, and with a broader mix of colors.

      Reese moved away from the desk, allowing Viktor to take over. I almost wished I would have complied. The sick, twisted grin on Viktor’s face made me realize this wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      I tried not to look at the lights, but they were mesmerizing. They melded into one bright stream of movement in front of me, and the room fell away as tingling fingers poked through my head. The colors bound together and created scenes.

      I glanced up at my father, holding my hand on the first day of school. His hand was rough against mine, which barely filled his palm. Then we were at the park. The world moved around me as Dad pushed me on the swing. I started to realize these were my memories playing out in front of me. They came so quickly, and I wanted to reach out and touch them. That was when I remembered where I was. I strained against the straps. They were taking my memories, and I couldn’t stop them. My mouth formed around the words, but nothing came out as my memories moved faster and faster in front of me, like a movie on fast-forward.

      As if I could slow them down with my mind, a few were showing up sharper than others. For one, Mom’s eyes. They were bright and clear and staring at me as if they were trying to tell me a secret. With everything I had found out in the last few weeks, they no longer held sadness and innocence. It appeared as if they were warning me.

      When she disappeared into the darkness, Syeth was next. My breathing turned ragged, as it felt as if the techs were draining my soul from my body. Syeth’s eyes told me to hang on, and I did for as long as possible. I had to hold on to him, my mother, and everyone in my life. Every memory of my life. Esperanza wouldn’t leave any part of me behind to defy her if I didn’t.

      Did she hate me enough to kill me? Would she lie to Dad with that sickly-sweet voice of hers and tell him that I’d had an accident while in her care?

      The sides of my vision turned white as I tried to hold on to Syeth. Then the blankness crashed into me, and I fell into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, I was alone. The door of the tube sat open in front of me. My head slammed with pain, and my hands and legs were still strapped down.

      The door opened, and an unfamiliar man in a lab coat walked over to me. His name was blurred on his lapel. His hair was grayed at the temples, and he waddled as if his leg pained him. His fingers flicked over a tablet before filling a syringe from a vial of clear liquid.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The scan is complete,” he said. “Now, this is the biomod which will wipe your memory according to Dr. Rothkind’s specifications.”

      Without warning, he plunged the syringe into my skin.

      “Syeth,” I said under my breath, bringing up all the memories of us together. I held onto them as hard as I could.

      “Don’t fight it,” the tech said, tossing the syringe into a plastic bin. “You won’t remember anything in a few minutes.”

      I didn’t care what he had to say. I ran through the things Syeth and I had done together. I thought of the motorcycle ride and how strong Syeth felt in my arms. Our missions, the escapes, the club, and our kiss. I stopped at each memory for only a second, fighting to hold on to the rest.

      They weren’t fading yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time.

      The tech went over to the table and tapped his fingers across the computer screen while I fought to keep my memories. I expected each one to shorten every time I passed it, or to fade in some way.

      There wasn’t a clock in the room, so the lab tech’s movements were my indicator of the passing of time.

      But none of my memories faded or went away.

      Slowly, I began thinking that the wiping hadn’t worked.

      I held my breath in case I was mistaken. And I waited. And waited.

      Syeth’s beautiful eyes stared back at me through my mind’s eye. Our missions and our kiss swirled within me.

      The biomod must have failed. I dared to think that whatever experiments had been done to me when I’d been in utero had helped. Now, what was I going to do? I had to lie, or else I had no idea if they were going to give me another dose of the biomod. It couldn’t be good for my body. It had made Jarid a shell of a person.

      The tech walked toward me, holding a tablet. I looked around as if I’d never been in the room before. It was time to act.

      “Where am I? Who are you?” I asked, trying to look innocent and scared.

      “My name is Kellan. What is your full name?” he asked.

      I hesitated. Esperanza wouldn’t have wanted me to forget everything. If she intended to let me go, then she’d want me to at least remember my name. Maybe the biomod was geared toward her family and the rebels only.

      The tech cleared his throat, prompting me to answer his question.

      “Lora Flannigan.”

      “How old are you?”

      No hesitation this time. “Eighteen.”

      “Where were you born?”

      “New Manhattan, Level Three.”

      “What does your father do for a living?”

      “He’s a plumber. What do these questions have to do with anything?”

      “You will be out of here soon, Ms. Flannigan. Once you answer my questions.”

      I wasn’t sure how long I needed to lie, but the longer they thought the biomods worked, the better.

      He asked me questions about my childhood, school, and Dad. I squashed the only mention of Mom when he asked about her.

      “She died when I was young,” I said, my voice thick. That wasn’t a lie. Mom still filtered through my mind, though, her presence floating over me, cheering me on.

      “Do you know someone by the name of Syeth Rothkind?”

      I pretended to think about it. “I don’t think so. Should I?”

      “You never came in contact with him or his twin brother Jarid?”

      “I don't know any twins. Sorry. What am I doing here, anyway? You never answered me.” I wasn’t sure I could be reminded of Syeth but so many times without giving myself away.

      “Describe Esperanza Rothkind’s office at HQ.”

      “W-what?” I sputtered, and then I realized my mistake. “Who is she? Is she related to that Sam guy?”

      “Syeth,” he clarified.

      “Listen, I have no idea what’s going on here. I think you have the wrong person.”

      “Okay, calm down, Ms. Flannigan. Only a few more questions.”

      He was already challenging me enough. From the accusatory slant of suspicion in his eyes, I didn’t have many more screw-ups before he figured out the mods hadn’t worked.

      There had to be something else to distract him from my memory.

      I glanced around the room. The syringe Viktor had threatened me with was still on the table. I could continue to lie and pretend to comply with him until his round of questions was over, or I could push my luck and get the hell out of this room. Then, find Syeth and Jarid before escaping. Getting Kellan to set me free would take a bit of finesse, though. I had to make him think I wasn’t a threat.

      If he released me, then there was no way I’d let him strap me down again.

      “Have you ever evaded the doves?” he asked. “Avoided security for your own gains?”

      There was no other way. I hung my head against my chest and groaned.

      “What is it, Lora? Are the questions too hard?”

      His probing words made my lip curl.

      “No, I really have to go to the bathroom.” I made a show of squirming around.

      He cringed, and I pinched back a smile.

      “In a minute. I need to finish your interview.”

      “I’ll answer whatever you want. But I need to go.”

      “I’ll get you a bedpan.”

      “What? No, I need a toilet. This isn’t even a bed. Where’s my dad? He wouldn’t like that you’re keeping me here without allowing me to go to the bathroom.” With all the stress within my body, I pushed more emotion into my voice. I even managed to urge tears to the surface. And then I went with it, sobbing for him to let me go.

      “Please, sir. I—need—help.” I punctuated each word with a sob, and eventually, he shushed me and started to undo the straps on my legs.

      I sniffled and said, “Thank you. I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      The moment he let me out of the tube, I stumbled forward into him. “I’m sorry.” I gripped the syringe and, without hesitation, plunged it into his arm.

      I muffled his groan in my hand. We fell to the floor together, and I held onto him until he was dead weight against me. I stood up, letting his body slump over. His eyes were closed and peaceful.

      My breathing was heavy, but I sprinted over to the computer. The screen was still logged in for his use, and I released a deep breath. At least I wasn’t in the dark anymore. I didn’t bother with my medical history and vitals. They already had my brain scans. I had to find Syeth.

      Under a patient portal, I typed in his name.

      A picture of him came up in the search files before I clicked on his name. At the top of the screen read the words, AWAITING PROCEDURE. Then I homed in on his location—exam room number seven.
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      I had Syeth’s room number, but no idea how I’d find him. And the tech on the floor wasn’t moving, but for how long? I didn’t know what had been in the syringe, but I figured it wouldn’t kill him. That didn’t help the knots in my stomach unclench, though.

      I rushed to the door, peering through the slit of a window leading into the hallway. A face appeared, and I ducked, expecting the door to be flung open and someone to catch me.

      My beating heart counted the seconds, but no one came inside. I risked a look again. Techs and other staff moved through the hallway, but nobody looked my way. Still, there was no way I could find Syeth without getting caught. There had to be another way.

      I slid the lock closed before walking back to the computer. Maybe there was something there that could help me. If I could set off an alarm, then that would clear the hallways. But Syeth was the computer sleuth, not me.

      My hands rested at my sides. All hope had seemed gone when they’d scanned my brain before I’d passed out. Now, I was being given a second chance, but had no idea what to do with it.

      I slumped into the chair in front of the desk, feeling the energy draining from my body.

      The screen in front of me flickered, and I was propelled back to Syeth’s kitchen on that first night we met. A picture of a sparrow splashed across this screen before it went entirely black. A second later, a schematic appeared on the screen. The building floor plans displayed in front of me, and I didn’t question where they’d come from as I memorized the floor layouts, elevators, air ducts, and wiring diagrams. I had no idea what I’d need to utilize, but I knew whoever had sent the message wanted to help me.

      Then, a room on the map blinked yellow on the screen. Immediately, I put together how I was going to get there.

      My heart raced as I realized this was a mysterious hacker coming to my rescue again. I couldn’t help but think that the sparrow picture meant that it was my mother, but was that even possible? I hated to hope, but that was the only thing propelling me off the chair and toward my plan. The screen blinked rapidly before returning to normal.

      Even though I wanted nothing to do with the memory-scanning tube, I scaled it because it reached closest to the ceiling of anything in the room. Keeping myself steady on the edge of the door, I pushed a ceiling tile aside. In the map, I’d noted a crawlspace between the ceiling of this floor and the level above me. That was how I’d avoid detection from the other workers.

      The tile seemed flimsy, but there were steadier beams in the ceiling. I replaced the tile I’d lifted for my escape and headed in the direction indicated by the map. The air was much cooler up here, creating a wave of gooseflesh across my skin. I moved past electricity conduits, pipes, and air ducts. At some points, I had to squeeze between them.

      I hoped I wasn’t losing myself in the ceiling, but when I spotted a sparrow carved into the ceiling tile, I traced my fingers through the grooves. This was a sign.

      There wasn’t time to waste. I moved a tile aside and peered into the room I’d seen highlighted on the computer monitor. It was deserted, but I stayed alert. A desk rested under the tile, and there was no way I could still believe that the information on that monitor hadn’t been offered on purpose and for me. No one else would have memorized the schematics that quickly. Someone out there knew about the experiments done on me and understood my capabilities. No one had believed in me this much before, though—not until Syeth.

      My throat constricted. I couldn’t get emotional now. Syeth depended on me to save him, even if he didn’t know it yet. I dropped into the room and looked around. Other than a bank of computer screens, the room was small, with few places to hide.

      A paper photograph resting against one of the screens pulled me in right away. It depicted a sparrow’s side profile. I lifted the glossy picture and flipped it over. An address in New California stared back at me. A chill rolled down my spine. The hacker was here, even if they weren’t right now. The address was an invitation to find out more.

      The screen behind the picture showed two matching beds on video. Syeth’s and Jarid’s heads were tilted toward each other. Their eyes were closed.

      Relief flooded my body. They were alive. But my heart sank as I spotted six guards patrolling the room inside and two outside. There was no way I could get in there and expect for us to take them all down.

      I stared at the screen, wondering if inspiration would strike. Making it to the room was one thing. I could easily move through the ducts to get there, but without a weapon, or help, they would recapture me in seconds. After that, I doubted whoever had left the sparrow would be able to help me. I couldn’t let Syeth or Jarid down again, either.

      I was so deep in thought that I barely registered the click of the door. When I whipped around, I spotted the silhouette of someone behind me holding a stun gun.

      I ducked to the floor and rolled behind the desk.

      “Lora?” a familiar voice asked.

      I stood. “Sarah?”

      “Oh my God,” she said, racing across the room and pulling me close. We’d never hugged before, but I sagged against her, feeling the sting of tears behind my eyes. I wasn’t alone anymore.

      Sarah held me at arm’s length as her eyes scanned my face. “I’ve been looking for you ever since we were separated. How did you get here?”

      I shook my head, unable to speak. We had a chance at saving Syeth and Jarid now.

      “Do you know what this place is?” she asked.

      “No, I was led here.”

      “Someone is watching over you, Lora. This is a secret surveillance station BioPure uses to keep track of what’s going on in VaxWell. I came here to see where they were holding you.”

      “How did you get by everyone?”

      “I work here, remember? They don’t know I’m a spy for the rebels. At least not yet. Last night was a close one.”

      Maybe that was why she hadn’t been willing to help me more than she had. I’d thought I’d understood the missions were more important than one person, but I didn’t hold the same convictions anymore. Not when Syeth was involved. I never wanted to leave him again.

      “You said you were led here. By who?”

      I handed her the sparrow photograph. “I think this person has been helping me ever since I met the Rothkinds.”

      Sarah frowned. Once again, the divide in the rebels was preventing me from getting vital information. I wanted to know who was helping me, but Sarah wasn’t going to be able to tell me. That was my next mission once Syeth and Jarid were safe again.

      “I wish I knew how they know so much. If they’ve been following you, they must have a talented hacker on their side. Surveillance of the city isn’t easy to get into. They change their passwords and codes all the time.”

      “I think it might be my mother,” I said, finally saying it aloud.

      “Your mother? I thought she died?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but I feel it. It’s hard to explain. We can trust this person, though. He or she hasn’t proved wrong yet.”

      “I wouldn’t trust someone who couldn’t show you their face. For some reason, they don’t trust you with the information. That’s the problem with these groups. If we all worked together, then I’m sure we could do better.”

      I wanted to see my mother again if she was alive, no matter what rebel group I was working with, but now wasn’t the time for wishes.

      “We need to get out of here,” Sarah said.

      I shook my head. “No, we need to get Syeth and Jarid.”

      “Lora, another one of our team is blowing her cover so she can get a helicopter for us to get you out of here.” She checked her phone. “We have less than twenty minutes to get to the roof. If we don’t get out of here now, this is going to be a lot more difficult.”

      “Esperanza is going to wipe their minds,” I said.

      “They aren’t important to the mission,” Sarah pointed out.

      I gestured back at the screen, hardening my voice. “They are important to me.”

      “Don’t be so childish,” Sarah snapped. “This mission is about more than your crush. We need to get you out of here and back in the scanning machine. Once we figure out how to undo the memory wipe, you’ll be able to help them.”

      At any other time, Sarah barking orders might have urged me in her direction. But I was tired of people pushing me around toward their goals. I wanted to help the rebels, but I had to help the twins first.

      Even if Sarah and I helped develop the antidote with the rebel researchers, Esperanza wasn’t ever going to let me near her sons again. My heart ached at the idea of leaving Syeth and Jarid behind, and my gut simply wouldn’t let me; Sarah wasn’t going to get what she wanted if she tried to force me to leave.

      If the roles had been reversed, Syeth would have done anything for me. I wasn’t a strong hacker like him, but I had a special mind which had helped weasel us out of plenty of situations. Sarah and I could rescue them. She was the head of security. If anyone was going to be able to walk into that room and get them out, it was her. If she would agree.

      “If you want my help,” I said, “you help me first. Once they are safe, then I’ll do whatever you want.”

      Sarah ground her teeth together, cursing under her breath. Then she lifted her hand, holding out the stun gun. I took it from her.

      “Fine, but you’re going to have to do some of the dirty work this time.”
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      Sarah walked over to one of the cabinets against the side of the wall. She opened the door and plucked out a uniform. “Put this on and give me that.”

      I hesitated for a moment, pressing my fingers against the sparrow photograph. Sarah’s priorities were different than mine, so I wasn’t leaving Syeth or Jarid to Esperanza’s plan. If I was caught again, though, I wanted her to find out who had helped me. Maybe the rebels would come together thanks to me, and get more work done without keeping their missions secret from each other.

      Secretly, I wanted to find out if it was my mother or someone working under the guise of her. But I wouldn’t know anything until we rescued Syeth and Jarid.

      Sarah took the picture from my hand and shoved it into her pocket. I winced at the wrinkles that would cause. If it led to my mother, I wouldn’t have to hold on to objects like that or her suicide note, but right now... I shivered as I slipped the uniform on over my clothes. Sarah handed me a cap, and I adjusted the brim low against my forehead to conceal my face. Who knew how long it would keep me from getting caught, but it was better than nothing.

      “Let’s go,” she said, grabbing another gun from a drawer in the cabinet. With that, she whipped open the door and walked out into the hallway.

      I sucked in a deep breath and followed. Sarah didn’t need to hide, and it was a strange feeling to walk through the halls without anyone running after us. She had the perfect job to infiltrate VaxWell, but I wondered for how long. She’d mentioned someone outing themselves to get the helicopter for us. If they were willing to put themselves in danger for me, I wanted to repay her by getting us out of there within the twenty minutes she’d planned. We still had the matter of the security guards to worry about, but I would do anything Sarah said to get the twins to safety.

      Sarah didn’t say much as we walked through the hallways. From the building schematics in my mind, I knew Sarah was headed for the exam room where Syeth and Jarid were held prisoner. At least that kept me aware of her plan. I trusted her, but I knew the mission was her top priority. If she tried to lead me elsewhere, I’d know.

      We entered the hallway with exam rooms on either side. The same group of security that I’d seen in the video surveillance stood outside the twins’ room.

      A rapid beeping sound filled the space, and I nearly tripped over Sarah as she pulled her phone off her belt.

      “Security alert,” rang a tinny voice from the phone.

      The text alert on the screen made my blood run cold. LORA FLANNIGAN MISSING. LOCATE AND APPREHEND.

      Sarah’s shoulders stiffened.

      The door to the twins’ room opened, and guards poured into the hallway. They gathered together before turning in our direction. I twisted to the side, my heart pounding in my chest. I hoped I hadn’t led us into immediate danger before we’d even seen Syeth or Jarid.

      “Move to the side,” Sarah said through her teeth. “Behind me.”

      The guards trotted past us, all of them nodding at Sarah. Her face masked any fear she might have felt over the situation, unlike me. My stomach lurched, and I swallowed to keep down my last meal. I couldn’t breathe until the guards were well gone.

      “There are three left inside the room,” Sarah said when the hallway was clear again.

      “Those are better odds,” I said. “If we get Syeth out of the bed, we’re even.”

      Sarah snorted. “Hardly. Do you know how to use that thing?”

      I bit my lip, not wanting to reveal how much of a novice I was when it came to weaponry.

      “We don’t have time for this. Listen, just point and shoot. Don’t hesitate, and don’t hit the twins or me.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      We walked up to the door, and she placed her fingers on the handle. Syeth was on the other side. I had no idea what condition he was in, but I was closer to him than I’d been in the lab. This had to work. I couldn’t let Sarah or the twins down again.

      She pushed through the door and shot two of the guards without missing a beat. They fell to the floor, both facing the window.

      “Hey!” the third one said. He was in the corner behind me.

      With shaking hands, I depressed the trigger in his direction. Both my shots ricocheted off the wall. He lifted his stun gun from his pocket, and I tried again. I had no idea how many patches were inside the gun, but when I shot, and the mod clung to his neck, he stared at me with wide, unblinking eyes before crashing to the floor.

      Sarah closed the door behind me, and the click of the lock brought me back to the present.

      My entire body vibrated as I numbly walked over to Syeth. His eyes were closed, his lips parted only slightly. His chest rose and fell slowly as if he were in the deepest realm of sleep.

      “Syeth,” I said, but he didn’t stir.

      Jarid was in the same state.

      “How are we going to get them out of here?” There was no way Sarah and I could carry them without getting caught.

      Sarah unhooked the IV tubes from Syeth’s and Jarid’s arms. “We’re out of time. Lora, get those wheelchairs over here. We’re going to have to push them out.”

      Two wheelchairs leaned against the wall. When I returned to the beds, Sarah already had Jarid’s arms and legs free from their restraints. I swallowed a sob, realizing how messed up Esperanza was. She’d drugged and restrained her own sons. How could she live with herself?

      “Help me lift them,” Sarah said, sitting Jarid up. His head lolled to the side as we hefted him from the bed onto the chair.

      Sarah did most of the lifting as I adjusted him as comfortably as possible. He would have a crick in his neck when he woke, but that was better than no memory.

      We moved to Syeth’s bed next, and the urge to cry took over again. He looked so peaceful, and he had no idea the danger we were in. Once he was in the chair, I gripped the handles of Syeth’s chair and pushed toward the door. The hallway was quiet, just as it had been when we’d entered. I guessed the security forces hadn’t intended for us to get to this part of the building without getting spotted. But it was only a matter of time before they returned.

      Sarah led us down the hallway toward a bank of elevators. She pressed the button and checked her phone.

      A tech rounded the corner, his lab coat swirling around him as he skidded to a stop. He reached for his belt as he took in the two unconscious guys in front of us.

      “Don’t think about it,” Sarah said, holding up her stun gun.

      His eyes widened, but he pressed a button on the side of his phone anyway. A mod patch snapped against his chest, and he fell to the ground, writhing in pain before going completely still.

      “That was unfortunate,” Sarah said, checking her gun.

      Flickering red and white lights filled the hallway as the elevator doors opened. Thankfully, there was no one inside. I hated to think that Esperanza already knew of our escape attempt and had security on their way.

      We wheeled the guys inside the elevator and I pressed the ‘close doors’ button.

      The door remained open. I clicked it a few more times. “What’s happening?”

      “Security protocol,” Sarah said, retrieving a key from her belt. “The elevators are programmed to remain open so that, if there’s a breach, there’s no way to escape other than the stairwells.” She crammed her key into a hole and the doors closed. I pressed the button for the roof again and the elevator jerked upward.

      My insides hummed with excitement. We were going to make it. Against all the odds, we’d rescued Syeth and Jarid. I moved a chunk of Syeth’s hair from his face. If only he would wake up. Sarah and I could handle this escape, but I wanted to be sure he was okay and that Esperanza hadn’t done anything else to his memory.

      I wouldn’t be able to take it if he didn’t recognize me when he woke up.

      A voice crackled over the small speaker set above the buttons of the elevator. “That’s it, Lora? You’re leaving so soon?” Esperanza’s voice sent a lightning bolt through me. I gripped the handles of the wheelchair until my knuckles turned white.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know more?” Esperanza asked.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Sarah mouthed.

      I shook my head, unwilling to take my attention from the speaker. Esperanza did have information about my family, but at what cost could I get it? Losing Syeth and Jarid and my memory? Was it worth it for one sneak peek into my mother’s life?

      “I’ve got a little something—” Esperanza’s voice cut off after Sarah kicked the speaker with the heel of her boot.

      “Ignore her,” Sarah said, watching the numbers of the floors ascend. “Escape from here is our only priority. She’s trying to trick you.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “Are you sure about that? You didn’t look as if you wanted to leave for a second there.”

      I pressed my lips together, determined. “I want to leave.”

      “Good,” Sarah said. “We’ve already had enough distractions.” She gave a pointed look to Syeth.

      My hands relaxed on his shoulders. We still had one more hurdle to jump, and that was getting to the helicopter.

      The elevator stopped at the rooftop floor, and Sarah checked her stun gun before wheeling Jarid through the open doors.

      Sunlight crashed into the elevator through tall glass partitions. My jaw dropped at the sight in front of us. Views of the city skyline stretched around three sides of the elevator. Plush couches sat at one end in a clean waiting area near a glass conference room filled with a dozen men and women in various white outfits. I scanned them for Esperanza, but she was nowhere in sight.

      Sarah and I pushed Syeth and Jarid toward the helipad on the other side of the glass barriers. She picked up her pace, not bothering to make eye contact with the other visitors on the level.

      “Huh,” Syeth said from the chair. I slowed to look at him.

      I had wanted him to stay awake, but now I preferred him silent so he wouldn’t cause a scene.

      “Sarah,” I hissed. “He’s starting to wake up.”

      “We’re almost there,” she said.

      Various videos moved across the screens attached to the corners of the rooms with the VaxWell logo spinning. Then they shifted to a ticker with scrolling safety information about landing on the helipad, as well as arrival information. While nothing seemed out of the ordinary, I couldn’t stop staring. A part of me knew something was about to happen. And when it did, I slowed my movements to take in the message.

      Photos of my mother appeared on the screens. All of them showed her beautiful face. My feet stopped moving as I took them in. I veered Syeth in the direction of the nearest television as one picture morphed into another one. She curled a hair off her face, her smile beaming. My heart warmed as I reached up and touched the screen. The glass was smooth, but for a moment I imagined her soft skin under my fingertips.

      This wasn’t the hacker’s work. It was Esperanza. She was dangling the information in front of me, torturing me with it. Esperanza didn’t believe in love, but she knew I did.

      I didn’t know my mother, but I wanted so badly to fill the gaps in my heart.

      “Lora!” Sarah called. The helicopter hovered above the pad, about to land. This was my opportunity to get the twins to safety.

      Syeth started to rouse, his eyes rolling back in his head as he struggled to move his limbs. Whatever Esperanza had given him had started to wear off. We were so close, and I couldn’t put myself ahead of their safety.

      Once again, I turned away from my mother and ran toward the helicopter.
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      The afterimage of my mother settled in the front of my mind. My body screamed for me to stay for a little while longer. My whole life, I’d had one picture to remember her by, but Esperanza had many. She knew more about my mother’s life than I did, and my insides twisted at that thought. Had Esperanza done something to her, like she must have to Isra? I couldn’t believe that, especially not with the mysterious hacker using the sparrow as an icon. I wanted so badly for Mom to be alive and helping me through this process.

      “Lora?” Syeth grunted before he started trying to wrestle his body up out of his chair.

      “Sit,” I said. “I’m right here.” At least he remembered me.

      “I need to help—” he said, wincing.

      “You need to let me help you. We’re going to that helicopter over there.”

      “Where is Jarid?”

      “He’s with Sarah, right ahead of us. Don’t worry about anything. They medicated you, so you might feel a little groggy. I’m getting you out of here.”

      Syeth sagged against the seat but reached his hand back to touch mine. “Safe.”

      We were close, but not there yet. Sarah was through the glass doors on the way to the helicopter. Her hair whipped around her face as she neared the rotating blades.

      “Lora!” Esperanza’s voice struck me.

      Syeth turned in his seat, his eyes narrowed.

      “There are things I know about where you came from and how you were made. I also know what happened to your mother. There are things that only I know.”

      I shouldn’t have turned around. All the screens flashed to black, and then my mother’s face filled all of them. Different photographs from different points in her life stared back at me. Then, they shifted to me.

      Esperanza had everyone’s attention now. People stood around with confused expressions on their faces. Even the people inside the conference room had come out to see the commotion.

      My face appeared on the screens. In the pictures, I was a little girl. Mom held me in her arms. Then they progressed to the time after she’d died. Dad and me at the funeral. Then, pictures of Dad at work. Pictures I was sure he hadn’t known were taken.

      Esperanza wanted to show her hold on my life, but I already knew as much.

      “Lora, we need to go,” Syeth said.

      “Okay—” My words cut off as a half-ripped sheet of paper appeared on the screen before disappearing. If I hadn’t read Mom’s letter over and over throughout my entire childhood, I would have sworn Esperanza had my half. But the paper appearing on the screen was unwrinkled, and the ink hadn’t faded.

      “No,” I said under my breath. Esperanza had the other half, the part which might explain more about why my mother had left Dad and me.

      “What is that?” Syeth asked.

      There were too many words rushing through my head, and no way to explain to him what was going on within me. He knew my mother was gone, but not that she’d left a note for us. But while the second half of the note was everything I’d ever wanted outside of Mom coming back into my life, I had no idea how long I would have the information before Esperanza took it away again.

      “It’s nothing,” I said, turning Syeth’s chair back around. My skin crawled with an uneasy feeling. “Syeth. If something happens to us—”

      “Nothing is going to happen.”

      “If it does,” I said, unable to stop the shiver from rolling up my body. “Remember the Golden Dragon.” Esperanza’s voice droned on about all the information she had, taunting me away from my goal, but I couldn’t listen. I started to hum in order to force her voice out of my head. I was practically singing by the time I made it to the doors. Her voice faded in the background. Once the outer doors opened, the rapid pulse from the helicopter filled my ears, drowning out Esperanza for good.

      A team of two rebels dressed in black from head to toe jumped out of the helicopter and walked toward us. Jarid and Sarah were already safely inside. She moved her hands in front of the unconscious Jarid, strapping him into the seat. I reached the helicopter as one of the rebels hefted Syeth from the chair.

      A nearby door crashed open, and three guards ran toward us. They lifted their guns in unison and, without warning, starting firing. The sticky mods landed on the rebel next to me and he fell to the ground.

      One of the patches barely missed me. Sarah leaned out of the helicopter, shooting patches from her own gun. She took down one of the security personnel, but the other two aimed at her. There was no way I could get onto the helicopter without getting hit.

      I twisted around and ran toward the building, drawing them away from the helicopter. With my distraction, Sarah could take them down.

      The elevator inside the visitor center opened and five more security guards piled out from the shaft. They marched toward me, and I realized I couldn’t get away from them without putting up a fight. Since there were only two security guards behind me, I chose to confront them first. Lifting the gun from where it was concealed at my waist, I aimed it at them.

      I depressed the trigger. But no mods came out. I tried it again, but nothing happened. One of the guards sneered at me as they both rushed forward. I swung out my arm to stop the first one. Before I connected, he fell face-first onto the ground and I spotted a patch on his back.

      “Lora! Come on!” Sarah called.

      In my periphery, my mother’s face winked at me from the screens inside of the glass enclosure.

      I held onto her strength and knelt on the ground to pick up a fallen security guard’s gun, pointing it at the one in front of me. “Get back!” I yelled.

      He flashed his teeth at me before holding his gun in the air in surrender.

      The moment I moved past him, he grabbed my arm and swung me around. “Not so fast!”

      I pressed the muzzle of my gun against his neck and fired. His entire body froze in place before he fell to the ground.

      The other guards from the elevator burst through the doors.

      The helicopter took off from the pad, and I spotted Syeth leaning out of the door. His mouth curved into the shape of my name. There was no way I could make the leap.

      I waved for them to keep going. My mission had been to save the twins, and I wouldn’t fail. Even if that meant getting caught.

      I couldn’t go back inside the building, so I tried to take down as many guards as I could with the patches I had left. They weren’t shooting at me since I was surrounded, but that didn’t stop the rebels from the helicopter. Two of the guards were taken down before one of them started shooting at the helicopter and those inside.

      The situation wasn’t going to turn out well for any of us if I didn’t think of a plan quickly.

      The picture of the schematics came to mind, and I glanced at the edge of the roof. Since the roof served as a helipad, there weren’t any barriers on the edge.

      “Make this easier on yourself and come with us,” one of the security guards said to me. His eyes were narrowed as if he wasn’t going to give me a second chance.

      The helicopter hovered above the edge of the building. I wasn’t sure how long they were going to stick around, but if my plan worked, then we would all get out of this building safely.

      I barreled past the guards and slapped a stunning mod on the hand of one who tried to take me again. It seemed as if they didn’t want to use the guns on me, maybe on Esperanza’s orders. That would help with what I was about to do. If they knocked me unconscious right before, then I wasn’t going to wake up again.

      I channeled Syeth’s strength as I backed toward the edge. I waved toward the helicopter again, wanting them to leave. It took a second for the message to reach the pilot before the helicopter swept upward toward the sky.

      My heel dipped as I tottered at the edge of the roof. The wind from the helicopter pushed my hair over my face.

      “Lora, stop!” one of the guards shouted as I leapt from the side.
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      I fell weightlessly toward the ground until my feet landed against the ledge below the roofline. I had overcompensated, and I lurched backward. My arms swung forward. I grabbed the edge of the cover surrounding a large air duct and pulled myself upright. The metal picked up all the sound, and the whooshing air rattled in my ears. The fresh air filled my lungs. Whoever had sent me the schematics of the building had saved my life more than once. The ledge was only four or five feet wide, but enough for me to have rescued myself and everyone else. I wasn’t in the clear yet, but security would have seen me jump. I wasn’t sure if they had cameras outside on the corners of the building, but this move would distract them for a little while.

      “She jumped!” one of them said. Even over the rush of air, I heard them clearly. “Did she fall?”

      They were too close.

      I pushed further into the vent, but there wasn’t much space for me.

      “Where is she? Do you see a body?”

      If I came out of hiding now, I’d risk getting caught by them. I wondered how long it would take for them to get to the ground level and discover that I hadn’t fallen to my death after all.

      Inside the duct, I made my plan. Using the schematics that had saved my life, I could easily move through the air ducts just as I had from the lab where they’d held me. But knowing the location of Esperanza’s office tempted me even more. The air ducts could lead me to safety or to her, and the idea of confronting Esperanza about my mother filled me with a sense of purpose. The mission was important, and I wanted to help Jarid, but my larger mission for the day was over. I’d managed to get Syeth and Jarid to safety.

      I would have been okay with escaping with Syeth, but having seen the second half of Mom’s note held me in place. My head and heart warred with each other. It seemed as if my life’s purpose from before my pairing with Jarid was long gone. Esperanza had dangled some serious bait in front of me, and I knew I would regret it if I didn’t try. It was worth it to find out about my mother. No one counted on me now, and no one was at risk because of me.

      It was time to do something for myself, and I wanted to take the fight to Esperanza’s doorstep.

      After all this time, I deserved to know the truth about what had happened to my mother. That half of the letter belonged to me, and I was going to get it if it was the last thing I ever remembered doing.

      With a new path forming in my mind, I crawled through the air duct and into the building. While I could easily go to Esperanza’s office, I wasn’t going to go in there without a full plan. The schematics appeared in my vision as if they were inside a hologram. Up until now, Esperanza had been ten steps ahead of us. As far as she knew, I had jumped to my death. Now, I was ahead of her.

      I quickly moved through the air ducts as my heart raced in my chest. My hands weren’t sweaty, though, and I wasn’t nervous. I’d never been so clear-headed in my life.

      The only stop I made was inside a janitorial storage room. I needed to protect myself, and this was the only way. The air smelled a bit stale, but I found what I was looking for within seconds. I plucked a sharp set of pliers from one of the two shelves in the room and tucked them into my back pocket.

      The handle of the door turned, and I darted into the narrow space behind a second door. A man walked in, whistling as he wheeled a mop and bucket inside the room. The scent from the cleaner tickled my nose, but I had to get out of there to avoid detection. His whistling helped conceal the sound of me scaling the back of the shelf to reach the open ceiling tile. I put it back in place and continued. If this had been my first mission, I probably would have freaked out at almost getting caught, but now determination overshadowed any fear.

      Once I reached Esperanza’s office, I filtered memories through my mind for the wiring schematics. Then, I found the black wire leading into the room below and snipped it with the pliers. I debated on leaving them in the duct, but they could come in handy. I wasn’t the hacker that Syeth was, but I could make it on my own.

      I hesitated for only a moment before removing a ceiling tile and descending into her office. After having been there with Syeth, I wasn’t sure what to expect.

      I wouldn’t be waiting for her arrival, though; immediately, I spotted the top of her head peeking out from the edge of the chair. She faced the window overlooking the city.

      “Esperanza,” I said.

      The chair jerked, and she whipped around to face me.

      Her eyes tensed for a moment before she rolled her shoulders, sinking deeper into her chair. She reminded me of a black widow spider about to catch her prey.

      I wasn’t going to be a victim. I would come out of this with the letter and my memory.

      “Where is the letter?” I asked.

      Esperanza sighed as if she had all the time in the world. I watched her hands to make sure she didn’t hit a panic button or reach for a weapon.

      “You don’t want to know why your mother was in those pictures? Where I got them? Or who your real father is?” Her voice was as calm as her demeanor. No more fake pleasantries—only fact.

      But those questions would only distract me from my real mission. “The letter. Now.”

      “Sit down and let’s talk,” Esperanza said, standing up.

      I whipped out the stun gun I had grabbed from the unconscious guard. “Don’t move.”

      “You won’t get much out of me if I’m unconscious, will you? Please, let’s be civilized.” She walked to the small side table across the room and picked up two short glasses. She poured a brown liquid into both. She placed one in front of me on her desk as she sipped from the other.

      I didn’t touch it. I had no idea what was inside that drink, and the last time I’d touched a liquid in her office, she’d had her security track me.

      Esperanza settled her hip against the desk, casually leaning on it as if we were about to have a civilized conversation.

      “It’s better to erase the past,” she said.

      Not when it came to my mother. Without knowing her, I’d never felt as if I had a true home.

      “That way, you can create your own path and future. You can shape the world, Lora. All you have to do is submit, and everything will go away. You can forget this ever happened, and so will everyone else.”

      “You’re not allowing people to make their own choices. These are your decisions, and that’s not right.”

      “You can’t win, Lora,” she said, sipping from her glass again. There were only a few drops left. “I will recover my sons from the rebels. Then, the procedure is simple. It will feel as if you are drifting off to sleep; then you can wake paired to Jarid. Or even a reformed Syeth. You can forget the pain of the past and the truth. You can be happy. Isn’t that what everyone wants? I can do that for you. I can even do that for your father.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This offer isn’t limited to you. I know the weight of losing someone in your life.” Her gaze drifted momentarily before snapping back to me. “He can forget about her and live out his life without that weight on his shoulders.”

      Esperanza detailed the perfect life with an offer few would want to refuse. If I agreed, I could live out the perfect pairing within a high-level family with the freedom to do whatever I wanted. And Dad would finally feel peace.

      A few weeks ago, that had been something I’d thought I wanted, too. But I knew too much. Esperanza might have a great offer for me, but it wasn’t really for me… and it came with severe consequences. Would I turn into a shell of a person like Jarid? Even if she perfected the memory-wipe technology, I wouldn’t be me anymore. Our pasts and pain made us who we were.

      The words from Mom’s suicide note burned in my mind.

      I can’t go on like this. This world is too full of lies. I feel like I’m burning up inside, every single day.

      Even if Esperanza could figure out how to wipe my perfect memory, she couldn’t change the part of me which sought the truth. The part that wanted to see through the lies. I would end up like my mother if I went with Esperanza’s plan.

      And I couldn’t let that happen. Dad couldn’t lose another person in his life, even if I sacrificed his momentary happiness.

      “The letter,” I said firmly. “It’s mine.”

      Esperanza sighed again. This time, more exasperated than before. “You are too much like Syeth. Both of you hear me, but don’t comprehend anything.”

      “Where is it? I know you have it,” I said.

      “It’s not here,” she said, but I hadn’t missed the quick glance at her desk. Her hand smoothed over the top of it, tapping twice.

      I had no idea what she was doing or how long she meant to distract me before security burst into the room. I pulled out the stun gun, and this time, I didn’t miss.
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      Esperanza slapped her hand against her chest where the stun mod dug into her body. Her eyes went wide before she collapsed to the ground. I doubted she’d ever felt the sting of such a mod before. Well, there was a first time for everything.

      Without moving her body, I stepped over her and shoved her chair away from her desk. Esperanza said she didn’t have the letter, but I didn’t believe anything that came out of her mouth. She might have had a plan for the citizens of VaxWell and her ultimate control, but I’d be a fool if I believed she would give me what she said.

      Covering my hand with the edge of my shirt, I pulled open the middle drawer of her desk. I couldn’t be too careful about touching anything in her office. It had been easy to break into her safe, and her desk seemed like it might be rigged the same way. There weren't any incriminating items or the letter from Mom in that drawer, though, so I moved onto the next.

      The left drawer held stacks of tax forms for all the employees in the building along with corporate paperwork. Esperanza seemed to like her old-fashioned way of filing versus using the tablets. It was as if she didn’t trust the system she forced on others.

      The right-side drawer held hanging folders. Thick versions of employee manuals filled each of the first folders. I sifted through each one. If Esperanza had Mom’s letter, then there was an opportunity for her to hide it. I doubted she would have labeled it for me to find, but she had thrown those pictures onto the screen so quickly. Either she was more than a few steps ahead of us, or she’d scrambled to entice me to stay in the building.

      I checked on her. Her slow breathing and peaceful expression almost made her seem human.

      Almost.

      As I reached the back of the folders, my insides started to twist. Had my gut reaction failed me? Maybe Esperanza had had those pictures ready to show me sooner than I thought.

      The last folder seemed empty, but when I tugged it free, photographs tumbled out onto the floor. The edge of a piece of paper peeked out. I let the folder fall onto the desk while I picked up the photographs. They were the same ones which Esperanza had displayed on the screens on the rooftop. They weren’t as sharp as the images I’d seen, but these were more real to me. They were worn with age, and some of the edges were bent. I traced a line down Mom’s cheek and blinked back tears.

      A pounding on the door propelled me out of my reverie. I hadn’t even had a chance to read the letter. I grabbed it from the folder as a voice called, “Mrs. Rothkind?”

      At least it wasn’t Valda’s voice. She was too trigger-happy with her stun gun.

      The woman—most likely Esperanza’s secretary—cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to bother you, but there seems to be a fault in the wiring leading to your office. The intercom and security functions aren’t working.”

      At least my plan had worked for a little while.

      “There are some men from BioPure here, and they’re demanding to speak with you. They’re, ah..., well, they’re armed. Heavily.”

      Esperanza made a small moaning sound, and I dropped to the floor to cover her mouth.

      “Mrs. Rothkind? Are you all right?”

      The handle jiggled, but Esperanza had locked it.

      If I opened the door, then Esperanza would get what she deserved. If the men outside were armed, then they must have suspected Esperanza wasn’t acting in BioPure’s best interest. A satisfied smile crossed my lips. I had what I needed from her while she was about to get in serious trouble. I wanted to be there when she went down, but if they caught me in her office, they might think I was involved.

      I folded the letter in half and pressed the pictures inside the paper to protect them. I tucked the pack into the fold of my pants, keeping it close to my skin. I would never let go of these photos again.

      Even with vengeance tempting me, as the letter did, I climbed Esperanza’s desk and jumped up to move a ceiling tile. There would be time later to reminisce and find out more about Mom in her final moments. The structure of the ducts was strong enough to hold me as I pulled myself up. Once I was inside, I moved the tile back into place. Before covering my hiding spot, though, I peered down at Esperanza.

      Someone pounded on the door even harder. Esperanza let out a bigger groan than before and started to roll over.

      “Out of the way. She’s stalling!” a muffled male voice said from outside the door. “Get the ram.”

      Esperanza’s eyes opened, and she spotted me. Her mouth moved as if in slow motion. I covered over the view her office with the tile as the door crashed open with one smack of the ram. I kept listening, though.

      “Esperanza Rothkind—”

      “Who are you?” she mumbled, clearly still feeling the effects of the shock.

      “Roll over and put your hands behind your back,” that same male voice said.

      Esperanza barked orders at her secretary and demanded the men take their hands off her.

      Her voice faded as I made my way through the air ducts. The smile never left my face. Even if Esperanza exposed me to BioPure security, they had completed their mission. I would be long gone before they ever found out what I’d done. Knowing there were cameras in her office only helped the situation and added to the strikes against her. If they thought she was hiding something, cutting out the security would secure her guilt and protect my innocence.

      The letter and photographs pressed against my hip as my heart swelled with pride. I was finally going to know the full story within Mom’s letter. Maybe there was advice or an I love you which might help me heal a little more from her death. I wondered what Dad would think about it, too.

      At least with Esperanza under BioPure’s care, I would have the opportunity to see him again without fearing repercussions from her.

      Following the map in my mind, I moved across the level before locating a narrow shaft. I shimmied down it to the next level and continued my descent to the ground.

      When I reached the bottom floor, I had to come out of the duct and move through the lobby. It was my final opportunity for security to catch me, but I was presently surprised to see a crush of people moving from the elevator banks toward the outside of the building.

      But they weren’t just employees. The BioPure security wore different uniforms and were heavily armed as they escorted workers from the building.

      It seemed I couldn’t come out into the lobby, so I backtracked until I found a quiet corridor. My security uniform would help me blend in, but there was no way I could hesitate in getting out. Esperanza had been their mission, but they had to know about the rebels and the girl who had evaded security. My face had been on the doves’ radar for a while, and I doubted that would stop looking for me even after catching Esperanza.

      Once I hit the floor of the hallway, I pushed my hair closer to my face, creating a barrier to block myself from detection. I hesitated by the doorway leading to the lobby, drawing in a deep breath. I could do this. I had to do this.

      The crowd of office personnel leaving the building congregated near the doors. Security from BioPure were scanning the IDs of each of the people leaving.

      As much as that might have scared me before, I knew with my uniform and the number of people in the area that I would pass by without anyone stopping me.

      I blended into the crowd of people rushing for the door. It wasn’t as if there was an emergency, but the people moved fast enough to give the security at the doors a hard time.

      A woman next to me spoke to her friend in a hushed voice. “It’s a hostile takeover. I heard Mrs. Rothkind is stepping down permanently.”

      “That’s such a shame. She seems like such a nice woman,” the other said.

      Little did they know.

      When I reached the front door, I avoided looking at the security. People at the back of the line started to complain about not being able to get out of the building and IDs were checked faster than usual.

      “Hey, you!” a gruff male voice said in my direction.

      I froze in my spot, my eyes wide. He was a younger security guard, maybe a year into his service. I tried not to look guilty, but my insides screamed at me to run. If I did, then he would know I wasn’t a real security guard.

      He stood in front of me, close enough for his hot breath to press against my face. “They moved my post. Can you take over checking IDs?”

      I nodded without saying another word. He pushed through the crowd, and I turned to watch him. He wasn’t trying to stop me. Without risking another second in the building, I hurried out the front door and waited until I reached the corner to sprint away from VaxWell HQ.

      Even though I was running, my breaths came easily. Beads of sweat collected at my hairline, but the movement of the breeze against my face cooled me down. Only about an hour had passed since I’d been on the roof. I’d never had so much happen to me in one hour before, and I wasn’t sure if Syeth would remember what I’d said about the Golden Dragon. I hoped he’d want to see me as soon as possible, too.

      The map of the city unfolded in my mind, and I took the shortest route to the restaurant while narrowly avoiding the doves. It was easy to get lost among the skyscrapers, but I kept a keen eye on the skies. I couldn’t let anything come between returning to the rebels.

      When I rounded the corner of the alley behind the restaurant, a rush of memories launched into my mind from the night that Syeth and I had dodged the doves and stolen a motorcycle to get into one of the labs.

      I yearned to see his face again, wondering how long I’d have to wait.

      But sure enough, an unmarked van idled outside waiting for me. The back doors swung open and, as I climbed in, I grinned upon spotting the one person who’d helped me through everything and had also stolen my heart.
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      Once Syeth and I were reunited, Sarah instructed us that we needed to get to a safehouse. And on the way to the lower caste district, Syeth told me everything that had happened.

      His hands never left mine as he recounted how they’d escaped in the helicopter and rushed over to the Golden Dragon.

      “I had to see you,” he said. “Thank you for helping Jarid and me. Mother wouldn’t have been kind to us.”

      As much as Esperanza was a twisted woman, she had wanted the best for her kids—what she determined to be best, that is. Even if that meant manipulating their minds.

      After he told his side of the story, Sarah turned around from the passenger seat and asked what had happened to me. “When you made that jump, I thought it was all over. You’re much braver than I thought.”

      A smile crossed my lips. “I remembered the ledge from the schematics. I needed to get in there to find the other half of the letter.”

      “I thought as much,” Sarah said.

      Lifting the letter from my hands, I showed it to them. Syeth looked over my shoulders at the pictures in my lap as I explained about my half of the note at home. They knew a little about my mom’s death, but I’d never told them about my obsession with the note.

      “Did you read it?” Syeth asked.

      “I didn’t have the time,” I said. “I’m also a little nervous.”

      I had waited so long to read Mom’s words, and yet I hesitated. What if the letter told me nothing new about her suicide? In my time dreaming of what she’d written, I’d never thought I would find the second half. It was a real possibility that it wouldn’t give me anything new, and instead hurt me.

      But in the last few weeks, I had become a different person. I was less afraid of my life and the people who created the rules. I unfolded the note and read Mom’s words.

      Once. Twice.

      “What does it say?” Sarah asked.

      I shook my head, unable to believe it. “I need to see my dad.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, we were inside the rebel safehouse on the edge of the lower level district closer to the border of New California. The address from the sparrow photograph popped into my mind. I wanted to ask Sarah about it, but the next time I saw her, she had Dad by her side.

      I was in my small shared bedroom when I rushed over to him and wrapped my arms around his shoulders in the tightest hug I could muster. His hands dove into my hair, stroking it. It reminded me of how he used to do that when I’d been a child, whenever I’d been scared or hurt.

      “Lora, I was so worried,” he said.

      Sarah smiled at me and closed the door to give us some privacy. When I pulled away from Dad, there were tears in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you anything,” I said.

      “As far as I knew, you were with Esperanza. I only found out yesterday that you had gone missing. What happened?”

      I shared a room with another rebel girl, Kendra, but she was off helping the cause. I sat on the edge of the lower bunk, and he did the same. The entire story of meeting Syeth and Jarid poured out of me. Dad and I had barely been speaking to each other outside of pleasantries. Now, he had the right to know it all. His expressions bounced from horror to relief and back several times as I told him everything I had done. I didn’t let him deter me from the truth. He probably thought I was more like my mother than either of us realized, too, which brought me to the letter.

      “You probably want to know why I asked you to bring Mom’s letter,” I said.

      “To be honest, I was a little surprised you kept it after all these years.” He handed it over. The familiar crinkles of the folds transported me back to my bedroom. A place I wasn’t sure I’d ever go back to.

      “I’m sorry for lying to you,” I said, more quietly.

      “No, Lora. It’s okay. She was your mother, and it was wrong of me to keep her from you.”

      Even though I didn’t intend on keeping Mom away from him, the secret inside of me grew until it was about to burst with each passing second.

      “Dad, I need to tell you something,” I said, handing him the second half of Mom’s letter. I never wanted to hurt him, but what Mom had written would.

      He read it over while the words flitted through my head. I’d memorized them from the moment I’d first seen them.

      …but I can’t stay here anymore. It isn’t safe for any of us if I do. I know too much. I’ve seen enough that I’ve become a threat. It’s for the best that I go, for all our safety. But I will be back. Lora and John, I love you enough that I have to do the hard thing and let you go. For now. I’ll think about you every single day I’m gone.

      Dad sat there, reading over the letter. He was still as a statue, his eyes the only part of him moving back and forth over the words. After I had read it the first time, I’d spent the rest of the ride to the safehouse leaning against Syeth’s shoulder, rolling over her last words to us.

      But they weren’t the last words she would ever say.

      “She’s alive?” he asked after a few minutes. His hands gripped the paper as if it was Mom herself.

      “She didn’t commit suicide,” I said, “but I don’t know if she’s alive.” From all the hardships I’d gone through during my missions, it was possible Esperanza had memory-wiped Mom at some point. A sliver of hope moved through me, making me think that she was alive, but I wasn’t sure I would believe it until I saw her.

      The idea of seeing her again filled me with an ache so powerful it threatened to make me double over.

      “The office people told me everything,” Dad said, shaking his head. “She worked at VaxWell, in the research division. She’d been putting in a lot of late nights with her team. Sometimes all-nighters and sometimes even gone for the weekend. I could see the stress in the tightness of her eyes. Every time I asked, she wouldn’t open up to me. Eventually, she told me that our home was a refuge from everything at work. So, I tried to give her that.” He wiped tears from his cheeks. “They said—that night—she jumped from a window. They said they discovered her when she was still writing the note. Once they realized what was happening, they said they tried to stop her.” He lifted the note, tracing his fingers along the edge. “And that the note tore when she jumped. They said they assumed the other half disappeared. I trusted them.” He dropped his head in his hands and let out a sob. “I should never have trusted them.”

      “Dad, you didn’t know,” I said.

      “She was my wife. I should have known she would never do something like that. At first, I told them I didn’t believe them. But when I met with one of their counselors, they said it was a symptom of the grief. All these questions in my mind were normal, they said, but they would fade with time.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to him. Esperanza and her minions were experts at manipulating. Dad had never stood a chance.

      “I’m sorry I failed you as a father.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I was never fully there for you. I allowed my pain about her death to cloud the way I treated you.” He hung his head, and his voice was thick with emotion. “I was wrong about so many things for so long, Lora. You deserve so much better.”

      “Dad, you don’t need to apologize!” I wrapped my arms around him to show him I’d never blamed him. “We all deserved so much better.” After what I’d been through, I couldn’t blame Dad for breaking down.

      But I also knew that all the issues in our family came from VaxWell.

      As we embraced, crying into each other’s shoulders, I wondered if Mom was still alive. Was she out there somewhere waiting for me? The sparrow photograph made more sense, but I wasn’t sure if I was willing to open my heart to the possibility of her surviving for this long without contacting us.

      I had to know more. Why hadn’t Mom come back in all these years? More questions flooded my mind. Was there a reason she had to remain hidden? Without Esperanza around, Mom was the only other person who could tell me exactly what had happened around the time of my birth. There were a lot of complicated questions surrounding her disappearance, and I wanted to know the entire story. From her letter, it seemed as if when she’d left, she’d loved Dad and me. But she’d also loved another man, hadn’t she?

      Then, I thought of my feelings for Syeth and Jarid. At some point, I’d seen myself with Jarid, but my heart was with Syeth. I’d also joined a rebellion which had opened my eyes to the truths of where we lived. Maybe Mom and I had a lot more in common than I’d suspected.

      “Dad, I also have this,” I said, showing him the sparrow photograph from VaxWell HQ. He flipped it over and looked at the address.

      I had the chance to see her again. Or at least find the hacker who had helped me all this time. But if I left, I had to leave Dad behind. That wasn’t going to be easy. I wasn’t sure if anyone would be up to making the arduous and potentially dangerous journey with me, let alone him. Neither of us knew if she was still alive, and I wasn’t sure if he would even want me to go on the quest to find her.

      “You want to go after her, don’t you?” he asked.

      My gut twisted enough to capture a breath from my throat. I nodded, unable to find the words.

      Dad smiled sadly. “So did I, once.” He reached forward to hug me again. “You’re my daughter, too. No matter what you find in New California, never forget that.”

      I squeezed him against me. “I won’t.”
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      In the few days before leaving VaxWell, Syeth, Jarid, and I were rarely apart. Without the threat of Esperanza always hanging over us, Dad left to go back to his life at home and to support us as a family. He knew I would be back, and it was nice that he trusted me to do what I needed to do, even though it wasn’t going to be easy. Dad understood that I wanted to know the unknown parts of my life. I just hoped he knew I loved him and would always think of him as the best father in the world.

      Mom had always been a shadowy figure hovering over my life—not unlike the mysterious hacker—so finding her was my goal, and then I would ask her all the questions of my life that Dad couldn’t answer. After that, I had no idea what I’d do.

      As much as I wanted to leave now, though, I couldn’t get out of the wooden chair near the window of the biomod cafe closest to the train station. The railroad wasn’t the most technologically advanced since the upper caste didn’t bother with those who weren’t vaccinated. The most they offered were a few areas with biomod kiosks if anyone changed their mind about their lifestyles.

      The cafe didn’t have the same old-fashioned look of the level one district, but it was sterile, with white everywhere—clearly a transplant from level one engineers. In any case, it had hot coffee and good pastries.

      Syeth and I had packed provisions for about two weeks in our bags, and then after that, we would have to figure it out. I hoped it wouldn’t take too long to find my mother. Our missions were never predictable, so I didn’t put much faith in the timeline. I supposed that could help keep my expectations low.

      Jarid stared out the window from the other side of the table while Syeth ordered. None of us had approached the kiosks on the way in.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked.

      He turned that killer smile on me. A surge of tingles washed over my skin. Even though I knew Syeth was the one for me, I couldn’t ignore that part of me which had fallen for Jarid. At least, the version of Jarid which Esperanza had created.

      “The future,” he said.

      “I’m sure the rebels will have an antidote soon.” Dr. Marks had completed the scans, and they were hard at work reversing Esperanza’s research.

      “I don’t care about that. As long as the headaches are gone for good, then I don’t mind creating a different path for myself.”

      It seemed as if he wanted to say more, but Syeth returned to the table with our food.

      “Are you talking about me?” he asked, kissing my cheek. I pressed my hand against his arm as he sat.

      “Not everything in the world is about you, Syeth,” Jarid said.

      “You’re right,” Syeth said, locking eyes with me. My stomach swooped, and it wasn’t the first time I’d wondered what it would be like to spend every day and night with Syeth on the journey to find my mother.

      “What are you going to do while we’re gone?” I asked.

      Jarid was recovering well, but he wasn’t physically ready to go on the journey with us. With all the preparations for leaving, I’d barely had a chance to ask him what he was going to do without his brother around.

      “I’m going to help the researchers,” Jarid said, sipping from his mug. “Sarah said she might have some information on how to locate Isra.”

      I glanced at Syeth. We weren’t sure if Esperanza had memory-wiped Jarid’s ex-girlfriend or something worse. I hoped it was the former. At least with the antidote, they could use it on Isra to bring them back to where they’d been before his mother had stepped in.

      “I hope you find something,” I said.

      Jarid scratched his head. “Me too. I don’t even remember what she looks like, but I feel her in here.” He tapped his chest. “It’s strange.”

      “Not at all,” Syeth said. “You two were soul mates.” He twined his fingers with mine and, for a moment, I thought he was going to say the same thing about us. Even if he didn’t say it aloud, I knew it was true. A revolution was coming within myself and the world. Syeth and I were at the start of it.

      “We should probably go to the platform,” Syeth said a few moments later.

      The ticker attached to the overhang said we had about ten minutes until the train arrived.

      “I should go, too,” Jarid said, pushing away from the table.

      We stood and walked outside together. My hand clenched around the strap of my backpack. Leaving Jarid wasn’t going to be easy for either of us. We’d spent so much time trying to keep our little group together that separating pulled at my gut more and more as each minute passed.

      Jarid’s phone pinged, and he glanced at the screen before his hand clamped against his mouth.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Isra,” he said.

      Syeth reached for the phone and read the message. “I guess Sarah got through to her.”

      Jarid shook his head. “I don’t believe it.”

      I chewed on my lip. “We could postpone.”

      “No,” Jarid and Syeth said at the same time.

      “I’ll meet you out there, in New California,” Jarid said, his smile widening. That was the real Jarid, the one who’d been hidden under the surface for me. Isra brought that out of him even though he had no memory of her. “She’s not going to arrive for another day or so. You need to do this, Lora. This is goodbye only for now,” Jarid said, pulling me into a hug.

      I tightened my grip on him.

      When he released me, I inhaled a shaky breath. “Good luck with Isra.”

      He nodded, and my chest pinched. He deserved happiness, and I hoped he wouldn’t find grief instead. Up until now, we’d had no idea what Esperanza had done to her. With Sarah’s help, though, they would at least be able to reunite—with the possibility of something more.

      Syeth and Jarid embraced before Jarid shuffled away toward an unmarked van.

      “He’s going to be okay,” Syeth said, as if reading my mind.

      “I hope so.”

      Syeth took my hand and led me toward the platform. The revving engine of the van sounded. This was it. It was really happening now.

      Syeth’s fingers trailed along my cheek and my skin erupted in waves of tiny bumps. He sighed and locked eyes with me.

      “You know what I hated most when I was taken?” he asked.

      I shook my head, unsure where he was going with this.

      “When I was strapped to that gurney and realizing what my mother was about to do? I couldn’t stop looking at you. I was so worried.”

      I sighed, leaning into his warm body. I’d never felt more at home before. A smile curled my lips as I brushed them against his. “Worried about forgetting me?”

      He shook his head before wrapping his arms around me. We were a breath away from kissing, but his eyes kept me in place. “I was worried about not forgetting you and missing your future. Our future. Together.”

      I pushed through the space between us and kissed him. His hands squeezed against my hips as our lips moved together, deepening by the second. White light exploded behind my eyes, and for that moment, my future with him bloomed in front of me.

      The kiss ended much too soon, but we had time for more. With Esperanza in custody, there was no limit to what we could do as long as we were together.

      The train horn blasted in the distance.

      Syeth picked up our bags and slung them both over his shoulder. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.

      A rumbling roar of a motorcycle cut off the next horn from the train. I turned to see an older Harley Davidson—a vehicle I’d only seen in pictures—barreling toward the platform. Attached to the motorcycle was a sidecar with two seats.

      I turned away, but Syeth couldn’t take his eyes off of it. His family loved to collect vehicles, so I wondered how he felt about seeing one of these things in real life, or if he ever had before.

      “Dad?” I asked, walking forward. He parked the motorcycle at the edge of the platform, only a few feet away from us. Dad lifted the goggles from his face and smoothed his hand over his hair.

      “How about traveling in style?” Dad asked.

      Without hesitation, I walked over to him. Syeth was on my heels.

      “I thought you got rid of this?” I asked.

      “Never,” he said with a grin.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Of course,” he said. His eyes sparkled with mischief. I could see why Mom had fallen for him. I hadn’t seen this side of him in a long time. A sense of danger twinkled in his eyes—sort of like Syeth. “When I left you, it wasn’t long before I realized I still want to follow your mother, too. This is the first lead we’ve had for years on her. I couldn’t miss it. Do you mind having me along?”

      I shook my head furiously. “Of course not.”

      Syeth strapped our things to the back of the motorcycle. This was my decision, and he was all in to do what I wanted. We got into the sidecars and, as the bike turned around, I glanced at Syeth, feeling more whole than I had in a long time.
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      Mia Terrolf stared at Esperanza’s unconscious form. She checked the tablet outside the tube where the VaxWell CEO would stay for a bit longer. Due to the biomods in her system, Mia’s eyes adjusted themselves to focus away from the bright white lights of the room. She went all in with whatever she wanted. The mods surging through her veins made her black hair shinier and straight, her muscles fatigue slower than others, and her mile a record-breaking five minutes. She was the perfect assassin and knew it.

      Mia tilted her head to the side, inspecting the woman in front of her.

      Weak.

      The CEO’s interest in her sons had been a weakness which had allowed her to fail repeatedly.

      Now, Mia was left to clean up her mess. It didn’t bother her exactly, since she liked ridding the world of unnecessary mouth-breathers. In a way, she was as destructive as Zero, which she’d watched as a child while it decimated the entire country. She would never have the life she had now without it. No, she’d sold her soul for the fruits of her labor, a nice penthouse, clothing, and biomods enhancing her lifestyle, and she didn’t regret a bit of it.

      Esperanza had been instrumental in developing the memory tech so that BioPure would be able to control anyone they wanted. That had been her contribution to society. Now Esperanza wasn’t going to remember anything, thanks to her own research. It would have been bittersweet if Mia cared about anyone else other than herself. Human lives were nothing—only temporary little wisps like dandelion seeds. The strongest survived while the weakest were cut from the herd. It was no crime to destroy lives dragging down society.

      Esperanza was a weak link, no longer fit to run a corporation, given the disastrous leaks caused by members of her own family. She needed to be taken out, but it had come from above that Esperanza wasn’t to be killed. She would fall in line, while her scientific brain would be used for the greater good.

      Mia walked across the room toward the computer. She tilted the screen upward to get the best vantage point of Esperanza and the scans. There was no room for error.

      The partial scan from Lora Flannigan from Esperanza’s lab and what had been taken from the rebel cell stared up at her. Mia’s instincts were always on point, but there was something about this procedure which made her hesitate.

      Her teams were the best of the best, but she wanted this to be as close to perfect as possible. There was no reason to use it unless she could navigate around specific memories to get the best result and not harm certain parts of a subject’s mind.

      A movement caught her eye across the screen. She was tapped into the researcher’s computer and watched as they stitched the final pieces together from the scans. It was a rough estimate, but the numbers came to life. The percentage of success climbed from seventy-four percent to eighty-nine percent within seconds.

      The models on the screen shifted to two possibilities.

      Mia’s patience was like a spider waiting for a fly to hit her web.

      A smaller screen appeared on the bottom of the computer. She clicked it, enlarging Dr. Jenkins’ face.

      “Ms. Terrolf,” he said.

      “I saw it,” she replied. “Is this the best we can do?”

      His lips disappeared under his thick mustache. “Without the subject, yes. This is the most likely answer to the gaps we’ve experienced. This is what we’ve been waiting for. In all our testing, this is the perfect serum so far.”

      “Eighty-nine percent?” she questioned. Mia hadn’t gotten to the top of her field without instilling fear into all those below her.

      “Y-yes, he stammered. “It’s on the way up to you now.”

      “Very good, then,” she said before closing the screen.

      Mia walked across the room toward the translucent tube attached to the wall. She preferred no human contact when it came to her work. The lab was deep underground, protected by various codes, DNA-matching keypads, the works. Her lip curled at thinking of the elementary set-up Esperanza had used in running her own secret projects. That was why the subject, Lora Flannigan, had gotten away from her so easily. Mia’s set-up would never allow anyone to enter her lab unattended, never mind leave with technology.

      A burst of air hissed in the tube before the syringe appeared on a small platform. She lifted the door and took up the serum. It was cool, so she closed her hand around it to bring it to body temperature. Mia couldn’t help the smile curling her lips. This was the first test of the new serum. If it didn’t work one hundred percent, she wouldn’t cry over Esperanza’s loss.

      Esperanza had had an unfortunate past, Mia knew, having lost someone she’d loved. This had forced her to shut down and become an important piece of the government, but her sons had always been too much of a weakness. After testing the serum on her son, Mia had connected with Esperanza in a way she never had with anyone before. But when the unfortunate side-effects came about, Esperanza’s love for her son and desire to fix him had turned Mia away. Her son had been a lab rat, and that was all. Esperanza had wasted too much time on the past rather than simply using the experiment of her son to better their plans for the future. Mia recalled tearful conversations—Esperanza pleading with the other government officials to give her more time to correct her mistakes.

      “You’ll finally get what you’ve always wanted,” Mia said to Esperanza. The CEO stirred in her sleep, but she would have no idea what had happened to her. Mia didn’t care to hear Esperanza’s pleading while she injected her as the next test subject. It was boring, and she had better things to focus her time upon. “All your pain will be gone, and you won’t remember a thing.” It seemed too merciful, but she couldn’t make all the decisions.

      Mia grabbed the end of the thin tube sticking out from Esperanza’s arm. The ex-CEO stirred, and Mia flipped the syringe, poking the sharp end into the small plug in the tube.

      Esperanza’s eyes fluttered open, prompting Mia to press the pad of her finger into the plunger. Her subject took a sharp inhale, and her eyes closed again.

      Mia grinned. It hadn’t been her idea to add the anesthetic into the serum. Most of the time, she enjoyed watching those who deserved it squirm during her experiments. But at least she wouldn’t have to worry about Esperanza’s whining or pleading for her not to wipe her memory.

      Mia tossed the syringe into the garbage and walked over to the computer screens. She tapped away from Lora Flannigan’s scans and moved to the subject in front of her. A 3-D image of Esperanza’s brain slowly turned, giving a full view of her mind. Mia pinched the screen to zoom in. The results were almost immediate.

      In earlier tests, it had taken some time for the serum to work, but various colors moved like snakes through Esperanza’s brain already. They turned from lines to dots as the targeting microbes did their work.

      Glancing at Esperanza, Mia noticed that she looked as if she were in a deep sleep instead of someone whose memories were deteriorating in her mind.

      Mia snapped her fingers and spun in a circle. Her version of a victory dance.

      Phase One of her plan was complete.

      She opened a message to Dr. Jenkins and typed.

      Send me enough for the rest of the defectors.

      Working on it now, he responded.

      Mia went back to the imaging scan. Lights lit up Esperanza’s brain. The counter in the corner of the screen already showed forty-percent complete. This was it. After all this time, they had perfected the serum.

      After the researchers were wiped, a new mission would begin. First, Lora Flannigan. Then, Syeth and Jarid Rothkind. From there on, there’d be no stopping Mia from finding all the rebels with any knowledge of the tech. She couldn’t have any loose ends. Not like Esperanza. Mia didn’t work that way, and it was only a matter of time before this was over and she could move on with her life. Possibly take a vacation.

      Mia flicked her fingers over the screen to open a new window. She opened the file holding the security footage of Lora Flanagan’s escape. No one else on her team knew where the teens had gone. Mia had dispatched more doves into the city to find them, but nothing had come back with a positive match. It was possible for them to stay in the city and function within the rebel matrix, but Mia believed that was too easy. Perhaps they’d already ventured into New California, where the true pioneer rebels were building their base and preparing for their lackluster version of a revolution.

      Mia leaned against her desk, bringing the security footage closer. She tapped through the most recent footage taken at headquarters. Esperanza had cracked the kid, and Mia zoomed in on the image of Lora touching her mother’s image.

      Of course, Lora would want to know more about her famous rebel parents, both of them last spotted in New California. They had a price on their heads, but none of her team had been able to catch them yet.

      Mia only had two reports of them. One from around Lora’s birth, and another from when they’d resurfaced in New California years later. They were at the top of BioPure’s most-wanted list.

      There was no other option for Lora. Mia zoomed into the picture further. The pain on Lora’s face reminded Mia of the pleading faces of those she had tortured in the past. The need and want for something they couldn’t have. No, now Mia was sure. After her escape, with the rebels’ help, she would head to New California. And that’s where Mia needed to look next.
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      She’s a miracle—one BioPure intends to recapture at any cost.

      In a world devastated by the Zero Virus, the BioPure vaccine was the cure that saved millions in the apocalyptic aftermath. Yet, it had an unfortunate side effect: it inhibited reproduction, necessitating the Parings system, which matches couples to one another in order to produce healthy, test-tube babies. But Lora Flannigan is the naturally conceived miracle child with a single genetic flaw that has become her greatest weapon. Perfect recall.

      Since Lora uncovered and exposed BioPure’s treachery, the enemy has stopped at nothing in their quest to hunt her down. Now part of the rebellion, Lora sets out with her loved ones across the rugged and untamed desolation of New California in order to discover what really happened to her mother.

      But Lora isn’t the only one interested in finding her creator. A vicious Biomodded security officer tails them, using Lora to track the researchers leading the rebellion.

      She plans to wipe them from the earth before anyone learns the awful truth about Zero or BioPure’s true intentions.
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      Chapter One

      The air surrounding us was hot and sticky, and it clung to my lungs. The water bottle in my pack no longer swished with each of my footfalls.

      A month ago, I wouldn’t have pictured us trekking across New California toward a rebel cell mostly on foot, but here we were.

      The dirt road under my sore feet stretched on in front of us, kicking up dust which didn’t help the breathing situation. I adjusted the fabric covering my chapped mouth and sunburned nose. While I didn’t wish for the rain, which would have offered up gray clouds as well as a whipping wind, one or two clouds might have helped mitigate the sun beating down on us.

      Syeth and Dad walked in front of me. But Dad was the only one who turned in my direction every few minutes. No doubt, he understood the status of our water situation. There hadn’t been a building or house for two days, and our supplies were severely low.

      “Let’s check the map again,” Dad said, as if he knew I needed a break.

      The paper map Dad had brought with him read that we were somewhere called Colorado. Our destination was the central city of Denver, which seemed to mean a never-ending journey now that we were on foot. Dad’s motorcycle hadn’t been in the best shape, and it had died after our failed attempts to repair it back in Illinois. We’d lost a full day to that hunk of junk, and our trip hadn’t improved since then. After two instances of hitchhiking on the back of a trailer and with a man who’d seemed a little too interested in Syeth, we hadn’t tried again. Although, maybe that was also because we hadn’t spotted anyone else since.

      We stopped, and Syeth silently opened the map from his pack. Earlier in the journey, he and Dad had checked it frequently. With the vast space in front of us, though, there didn’t seem a reason to bother. Another theory was that, the less we stopped to talk about the traveling, the less Syeth had to say to me.

      Other than grunting or offering one-word sentences, he hadn’t spoken much to me for sixteen hours. I hated that I’d counted how long it had been. His distance began after the motorcycle broke down. It wasn’t easy to push it to the first shelter we saw—an old gas station. There were parts available, but few for motorcycles. Syeth’s mood deteriorated throughout that day… until he was at a point of throwing parts around the garage. Eventually, Dad told him to get supplies from inside the small convenience store. When Syeth left, Dad didn’t question me about him. It appeared as if his parenting style was still just as hands-off as it was in New Manhattan. While I never wanted to go back to that place where the VaxWell corporation ran our lives with a strict hand, I wondered if Dad would ever change. Though, talking to him about my relationship with Syeth wasn’t anything I aspired to.

      I tried to recall the last time Syeth and I had kissed—the last moment we were both happy. The train station, maybe? After we said goodbye to his twin brother, Jarid? Over the last few days, I’ve wondered if we should have invited Dad on the train, as well, instead of taking his motorcycle. Then, maybe Syeth and I wouldn’t be feeling the pressure of our situation like this. Both of our lives were hard at that moment, that point of leaving, but at least I was still talking to everyone in our group. When I planned this trip to New California, I never expected us to end up barely speaking to each other.

      Really, I’d started to wonder if working with the rebel forces had forced us together to begin with, and if we’d ever been compatible at all.

      “It’s not much further,” Dad said, marking the map with a worn-down pencil. He’d used his knife to sharpen it while we’d walked. It helped keep the path laid out on the map. Each day, he marked our progress. Inch by inch, we made our way closer to Denver.

      Syeth took the map from Dad, then folding it again and stuffing it in his bag. He sighed and continued forward as if the break was already too long.

      Dad glanced at me, but I shook my head. During the last two days, we had honed our mental communication through looks at each other. The break hadn’t been that long, but I wished Syeth could have had said something, even to Dad. Instead, Syeth continued walking. Putting as much distance between us as he could.

      “How are you doing?” Dad asked.

      “I just want to get there,” I said as we followed Syeth.

      “We’re almost there.” He put an arm around me and I leaned against him. The trip had brought Dad and me closer, but he wasn’t who I wanted holding me right now.

      I still wanted to be with Syeth, but I wasn’t sure he felt the same. It wasn’t as if Dad didn’t give us space when we needed it, but maybe that was the problem. Eventually, I’d let Syeth be his stubborn and brooding self, and prayed that when we reached our destination, the pressure would be off our trip and he would come back to me.

      I was learning that, the more I thought about us, the more dire our relationship seemed.

      And the one person I wanted to talk to about Syeth was miles away. At least, I hoped she was. The memory of my mother had always hovered over me like a ghost, but now I knew she hadn’t committed suicide. She was more real than ever before, and each step brought her closer to me.

      While walking, I had a lot of time to think about her. Our trio had been through a lot since we’d left home. I couldn’t imagine what my mother’s journey had been like all those years ago. At night, the sounds of the world around us, blanketed in darkness, kept me awake for hours. Had she felt the same way? Had she crossed the country with others or by herself? I couldn’t imagine doing it alone. From what she’d done during her time at VaxWell, she seemed like a resourceful person. I hoped I’d be able to see her again soon. When we reached the rebel forces in Denver, I expected to find out more about her location. There was no way I’d let myself believe that she wasn’t alive.

      This journey wasn’t for nothing. It couldn’t be.

      We walked for several more hours. I finished the rest of my water and pretended to ignore Dad’s concerned looks in my direction. If we kept walking, we’d find another source of water soon.

      At least, I hoped we would.

      The sun dipped lower toward the horizon, making it impossible to see in front of us. At this point in the day, we stared at our feet until we could see ahead of ourselves again.

      “There,” Syeth said, and I whipped my head up. Hearing his voice made my heart sting.

      I blinked up at him and shielded my eyes against the blazing sunlight. “What is it?”

      “The highway,” Dad said with the biggest smile on his face. “We’re almost there. Syeth, may I see the map again?”

      Syeth slid his bag to the front of his body and unzipped it. His eyes were low, but I didn’t miss the glance in my direction. It was the most interest I had seen from him for a while. It was the drop of water I needed in the drought of our relationship to keep me going.

      Dad stepped between us and unfolded the map. He lifted the pencil from behind his ear where he stored it—a habit left over from his job.

      While he worked on the map, I kept an eye on our goal as if it was going to disappear like a mirage. The highway was elevated over the plains. Sunlight reflected off the windows of the moving cars zipping to their destination. It was three lanes wide, with the middle one reserved for the train moving even faster than the cars into the city.

      A sliver of regret flowed through me over taking the longer route to get here. At the time, having our own transportation had seemed ideal and like it would allow me to enjoy the journey with Dad. But since the motorcycle had broken down, we’d lost sight of the path of the train; that method of transportation would have had its own complications, though, since we would still have had to walk a distance. Traveling into that city so visibly, via train, would have ruined all of the plans we’d had for joining the rebel forces. Even though the corporations wanted nothing to do with the land outside of their guarded cities, they wouldn’t allow flagged rebels like Syeth and me to walk through the front gates. Though, we’d never expected it to take a month to get there.

      Instead of worrying about where our travel took us, I focused on our destination. Denver was a fortress city run by BioPure. The idea of its location seemed as unattainable as seeing my mother again, but it laid within a day’s walk. She had to be alive and waiting for me.

      “We need to be cautious,” Dad said. “Sarah mentioned that the government monitored the space around the city just as much as the space inside.”

      Syeth sighed. “There’s nothing out here.”

      I couldn’t help siding with Dad. “We should still be careful.”

      Syeth’s jaw clenched. “Fine. Then we should go under cover of night. If you want to be careful, we should do it now or wait until tomorrow night.”

      There was no way I was going to wait longer than we needed to.

      “We should go tonight,” Dad said. “I don’t expect we’re going to be at our best strength tomorrow, considering our lack of supplies.”

      “Who knows if our contact is even out there anymore since it took so long to get here?” Syeth asked.

      Dad cut a look his way before glancing at me. I slowly shook my head. Since Syeth’s attitude had started to fail, Dad had tried to patch things up between us. Little did he know that Syeth was like a brick wall when he wanted to be.

      “They’ll be there,” I said. There was no harm in staying positive. Someone had to be.

      Syeth nodded and took the map from Dad. We didn’t need it anymore. It wasn’t as if we could tell where BioPure had their security cameras. We hadn’t seen any doves yet, but I had a feeling those drones would appear sooner rather than later.

      We walked another hour or so before the sun left the horizon. The trip over the plains didn’t show many houses or businesses for us to raid, but the closer we got to the city, the more cover we had from stretches of shopping centers and what had once been office buildings. Neighborhoods filled with abandoned homes were scattered between them. Even though the streets were paved, some were cracked so badly from previous years that we found walking on the fringes to be easier. We only had the light from the distant city to lead us forward. Our flashlights could only be used sparingly since we were on our last set of batteries.

      The space between buildings decreased, giving us enough cover to sneak closer to the city. But at the familiar sounds of buzzing doves closer to the city, we ducked behind the nearest building—waiting to get caught.

      Worry wrapped around my stomach, squeezing it as I held my breath as if the dove had flagged my signature. It wasn’t possible, but with the recollection of the tracker that Syeth’s mother, Esperanza, had used on me, I felt I could never be too sure. Being so close to the city with the security drones flung me back to a month ago, when Syeth and I had run for our lives to escape his mother’s company, VaxWell.

      Little did we know then that we were dealing with the overarching company of BioPure. It was uncharted territory for us, and with Dad by my side, I had more to lose if they caught us.

      Syeth took the lead, and Dad and I were right behind him.

      After a little while, Syeth put up his hand and made a fist. He turned to face us. For a moment, I thought he was going to apologize for acting so distant the last few weeks. We were finally at our destination, and maybe relief could push him to be more like the boy I’d gotten to know when we’d first met. His green eyes trapped mine before their emotionless depths moved to my father. “Sarah didn’t tell us anything about getting through that.”

      Dad rushed forward, peeking around the corner of the two-story brick building next to us. I went to his side to check out our situation and what Syeth had seen. And also to avoid letting him see the hurt in my own expression. Why couldn’t he get over this? It wasn’t my fault that our plan hadn’t gone as expected.

      I pushed all that aside in my mind as another barrier formed across the street from our location between us and the rebel forces of Denver. A cinder block wall stood as a physical barrier between us and the rest of the city. The wall reached high enough that we couldn’t see through, only glimpsing the tops of the buildings behind it. At the top of the wall was coiled barbed wire like I’d seen on the fences between the vaccinated and non-vaccinated districts of New Manhattan. No one was getting over that without getting caught or seriously injured. Besides that, we were fresh out of rock-climbing equipment.

      Dad dragged a hand down his stubbled cheeks. “We have to figure out how to get in.”

      “Without making this trip for nothing,” Syeth said.

      “Sarah wouldn’t have sent us here if it was impossible.” Thick annoyance dripped from Dad’s voice. It was the same tone he had taken with me on numerous occasions when I’d talked back to him.

      “We should walk around and see if there’s an unguarded spot,” I suggested.

      “Anything close to the entrance through the barrier is going to be guarded.” This time, there wasn’t any snark from Syeth, but I wasn’t sure if I preferred that over the impassiveness.

      “Sarah would have told us if there was another way inside,” Dad said.

      Syeth turned around. “The communication between the rebel forces hasn’t been the best. Maybe they have different security now.”

      The whirring from a dove neared our location. Syeth pulled me out of the line of sight, against him, and I lost my breath as my back pressed against the wall. His breathing was heavy beside my ear. His lips were so close to my cheek that I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of him or the dove.

      The seconds passed between us like days. We could say anything to each other. If Syeth uttered one apology to me, the last few weeks would flow out of my mind permanently.

      But Dad cleared his throat, and Syeth moved away from me as if I had lit him on fire. His hooded gaze drifted toward the fence before he turned his back on me. “We should retreat to the edge of this area and get a better idea for an entrance.”

      Syeth started forward, but I couldn’t move from my spot. The rush of my heartbeat filled my ears. Syeth had said nothing to me, but he’d protected me as he had in New Manhattan. That had to mean something.

      “Come on, honey,” Dad said, breaking through my thoughts. I avoided looking at him for fear of exposing what was inside of me.

      Walking alongside Dad, I stared at the back of Syeth’s head. Syeth had helped me avoid the dove, yet nothing had changed. The conclusion pounded itself into my head with each forward step from the city. Syeth knew how I felt about him, and yet he couldn’t even say one word to me when we were less than an inch apart.

      A knotted ball formed in the center of my chest. I still ached for Syeth as much as I had at our home. But I sensed it was more than our new situation pulling him away from me. I wouldn’t give up on him, I decided, but he made it difficult.

      The only way I could protect myself was to build a wall of my own. This one wouldn’t be solid, but it would protect my heart before it shattered along the abandoned streets under our feet.
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      In a solar system where The Authority decides who lives and who dies, only one of their own executioners can stop them.

      Glade Io is a trained killer. Marked at a young age as an individual with violent tendencies, she was taken from her family and groomed to be a Datapoint—a biotech-enabled analyst who carries out the Culling. She is designed to identify and destroy any potential humans that threaten the colonies: those marked as lawbreakers, unproductive or sick. But when she’s kidnapped by rogue colonists known as the Ferrymen, everything Glade thinks she knows about the colonies, and The Authority that runs them, collapses into doubt.

      Pulled between two opposing sides, and with her family’s lives hanging in the balance, Glade is unsure of who to trust—and time is running out.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      Ten Years Later

      ~The Asteroid Belt~

      I’ve always hated hide-and-seek.

      But if you had to play it, like I did right now, so much better to be the hunter than the hunted.

      I cracked my knuckles in front of me as I stepped into the simulator, and the door slammed behind me. I was instantly plunged into darkness – a blunt darkness, as can only happen indoors. Two points of light opened up in front of me, one on the left and one on the right.

      I bared my teeth in a feral grin as my eyes bounced from one point of light to the other. They were throwing two colonies at me at once. I waited, tense and ready, as both points of light started spiraling open, focusing. They were forming not just into images, but into my new reality.

      Within seconds, I was straddling the line between two worlds. I could see the images with my eyes, but when I closed them, I could see the images projected across my brain, as well. The computer implanted in my arm and head was cool like that. There was almost nothing I couldn’t do with it.

      I scanned the two landscapes on either side of me. Glacially icy on one side, offering all the blues and grays of an icy planet. And on the other side, the black sky met the umber sand of a red planet. I looked back and forth between them. Two colonies at once. I knew it was just a simulation, but still, a bead of sweat rolled down my back as I planted my feet on the floor of the simulator.

      Come out, come out, little citizens.

      Using my computer, my integrated tech, I zoomed in on the icy landscape first. I felt the frigid wind, the brisk scent of ozone filling my nostrils, and soon I was close enough to see the roofs of dwellings. And yup. There the people were. I ignored the heavy furs that covered all but their eyes. I ignored their varying heights and weights. I ignored the way some of them held hands or rode on one another’s backs. I ignored the laughter that rang out from a group of citizens who had to be just about my age. I ignored the familiar admonishing tone of a mother at her wit’s end. The only thing I saw were the reddish glows that emanated from each person’s brainwaves.

      The integrated tech computer that had been implanted when I’d been chosen for this job was designed to detect brain patterns. The computer in my brain could see other people’s brainwaves, and it presented the information in a way that allowed my eyes to see it, too. It had taken a long time to get used to it. But now it was almost like second nature. I let the reddish blurs around each person’s head remain just that – blurry.

      Shifting my attention to the red planet now, I gave my eyes a second to adjust from the blinding white of the ice planet to the burnished, sunburned bake of the second colony. The black sky was a rich dark, the kind of black that had depth. With the Milky Way splashed across the skyroof of the red planet, I gave my eyes a second to adjust as my tech zoomed in on the colony, the red planet rushing past in my periphery. Soon we were there. The thick canvas tents that the citizens used as dwellings flapped in the constant, stinging wind. Each person wore white garments to reflect heat, but they were all dyed a deep, dusty pink from the red sand being flung in every direction.

      This was a busier colony than the ice planet. People bustled past one another, balancing baskets of wares on their heads. The streets were narrow and craggy, lined with red rock walls that gave way to the canvas dwellings that stood every ten feet or so. So little of this planet was hospitable that the people had to live on top of one another like bees in a hive. The simulation raced me down one twisting street and to the next, so that I was coasting past grannies in doorways who were sorting seeds into one basket or another. Past children huddled around a game of skipping rocks on the ground. Past a ratty dog, everything but his eyes covered in red grit.

      And then I landed in the main square. A place I’d only seen photographs of in the past.

      People haggled over prices in the canvas booths that lined the square. Eggs and bread were traded and bartered. A group of unwatched children ran screaming from one end of the square to the other, adults scowling after them. A line of people 800 feet long wrapped around the square. Everyone held empty chalices. It was the line for water. A group of citizens shouted over one another as they crowded around a small wooden platform where an ox stood. The animal’s age was shown in its milky eyes and swollen joints, but still, the farmers shouted and scrapped for the auctioneer’s attention. On a planet as hard to farm as this one, any help was highly sought after.

      I pulled my attention from the details of the two worlds and back to the task at hand. This wasn’t a sightseeing simulation. I was a trained Datapoint. This was my job.

      This was a Culling.

      Using every bit of training that had been pounded into me over the last two years, I began to block out all of the sensory details of the two colonies on either side of me. The slate gray clouds and the pale icy sun melted away on my left. On my right, the baked red became nothing more than a neutral background. Like I had a hand gripping a knob on a radio, I guided my integrated tech into turning the volume down. The noises of the market on one side muted, and the noises of the children playing on the other side did the same.

      Soon, all I was left with were the citizens and the halos of red around their heads. I brought each red blur even further into focus. Starting with one alone and then moving to each citizen individually, I read their brainwaves with practiced ease.

      My integrated technology and my brain worked in perfect, synchronized tandem as I identified the citizens I was looking for. In the simulation, they were scattered about, as they’d be in their worlds. But in my mind’s eye, it was as if all of the citizens were standing neatly in a line before me. Using my technology to organize them, I saw about a quarter of the citizens stepping forward. These were the ones I was about to cull. The ones with brainwaves indicating violence and aggression. The ones with the capacity to commit murder. The ones who were inclined to bring down pain on the citizens around them.

      There were hundreds of citizens about to be culled, and another bead of sweat traced down my spine. This was almost as many as I’d culled in the last simulation, and I’d ended up in the infirmary for two days after the strain of that Culling. And I still hadn’t even readied the icy planet yet.

      Sure, it would be easier to cull them in groups. Do a hundred here or a hundred there. But that wasn’t what this simulation was for. This was mass culling.

      I could almost hear Haven’s voice in my ear. “Push yourself, Glade. You have the capacity for greatness. Yet it’s almost like you’re trying to blend in.”

      I took a deep breath and turned my attention to the next planet, zooming in on each citizen’s brainwaves, pulling forward all the ones to be culled.

      Between the two colonies, there had to be at least a thousand that needed to be culled. My vision blurred and I realized I’d stopped breathing. The way I would if I were lifting something heavy. I felt my brain stuttering as I attempted to combine the culling groups from the two colonies. It didn’t matter that they were across the galaxy from one another. It didn’t matter that I was attempting to separate each citizen from the next, to cull some and not all. It didn’t matter that each citizen was moving about, talking and laughing and pulsing. I had to cull all at once, and with vicious accuracy.

      Within the simulator, my knees trembled. My hands clenched open and closed and, for a horrifying second, I lost grip on my tech and all the sensory stimuli flooded back in. Red dust and jutting glaciers of ice. Children playing, women hugging, the dusty dog digging in a pile of refuse.

      No!

      My brain wove itself into the integrated tech and took control again, zooming in on the citizens waiting to be culled. I ignored the faces, and I ignored the voices – all I saw were the reddish blurs of their brainwaves.

      Ruthlessly separating them in my mind, I realized my mistake. I was going too slowly. I’d never been a long-distance runner. I was a sprinter. My knees shook again and I knew that I wasn’t going to make it more than ten or fifteen more seconds before I collapsed and ended up in the infirmary again; my brain couldn’t take the strain.

      My vision blurred as I huffed air in and out of my lungs. I was losing the groups. The culled were mixing in with the regular citizens. I couldn’t hold the line. Couldn’t tell the difference. With my heart stuttering in my chest, the computer in my arm felt foreign and angrily sharp. I was failing. I was failing again.

      Clarity raged within me even as every single brainwave of every single citizen melted into the next. Their brain patterns were a single, cacophonous blur.

      I gripped the sides of my own head and screamed into the strain of it. It was useless. I was too exhausted to distinguish them.

      Mass Culling.

      I could all but feel the breath of Jan Ernst Haven in my ear. Mass Culling.

      Individuals didn’t matter.

      The red blur of their pulsing brains seemed to cloud around me, bearing down on me. They were so close. Everywhere. I lifted one hand in the air – the arm where my integrated tech had been implanted. My brain warred for dominance with the computer that had been implanted in me. The integrated tech strained, searching for just the cullable citizens. My own brain strained for silence, for this to be over. I felt the familiar feeling of my tech’s grip on the brainwaves of a citizen. I always visualized a hand gripping a giant plug. This was bigger than any plug I’d ever pulled before. But there was no looking back now. The red of each citizen was about to collapse on me. I couldn’t hold them all. It was me or them.

      My brain and my tech synchronized and, in one crystal clear moment, we, as one, yanked the red brainwaves together. The citizens, such a large group, resisted at first. Pulling one citizen’s brainwaves was easy. It was like plucking a hair from a head. But pulling thousands at once was like yanking out a whole handful of hair.

      But my brain was strong. And so was my tech. With a scream like a warrior, I gritted my teeth and gave a final yank. I felt the brainwaves come loose from each citizen, blinking instantly into blackness. Into silence. My tech immediately stopped blocking my senses. And there were the two colonies. One icy and gray-blue. The other baked red and blistering hot. Both of them silent as a tomb. And not a brainwave to be found.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sighed as soon as the door to the simulator creaked open. I knew exactly who was standing on the other side and I knew exactly what he was going to say.

      “You’ve got to be joking, Glade.”

      Apparently, he always thought I was joking. I merely raised an eyebrow at Dahn as I pushed past him, out of the simulator and into the training room. Everything was gray metal and brown upholstery – even the command chair where Dahn had just been sitting. For one brief second, I thought wistfully of the two gorgeous landscapes he’d just shown me in the simulator. And then I thought of the vacuous silence I’d left in each of them. I shoved that thought away.

      He let me brush past him, but immediately chased after me. When I didn’t show signs of stopping, Dahn slid his stocky frame in front of mine, blocking my way. His dark hair stood out starkly against his pale skin as he stared down at me, his arms crossed over his chest. It always annoyed me in moments like this that he was so handsome.

      “All of them, Glade? All of them? Every single citizen?”

      I shrugged, acting as if I wasn’t sure what was so wrong about the choice I’d just made. “You heard Haven. He wants us to focus on mass culling.”

      “Don’t play dumb. You know he wouldn’t have meant for you to cull every single citizen.” A piece of his long dark hair fell forward across his forehead and he elegantly tied it back with the rest. “I don’t even know how you manipulated your tech to cull the citizens who didn’t require it.”

      That gave me pause. Actually, now that he mentioned it, that part hadn’t been hard at all. Even though my tech wasn’t designed for that purpose, it had been surprisingly easy to cull everyone.

      I cleared my throat and gave the only answer I could think of. “It was too many people. My sensors were completely fuzzed over. I couldn’t tell one from the other.” I tried to step past him, but he smoothly moved right along with me. After years of knowing Dahn, this behavior didn’t surprise me. He’d been smoothly putting himself in my way since pretty much the day I’d met him.

      “You’re telling me that you had trouble distinguishing between them in the simulation?” he asked, a line of worry forming between his eyebrows.

      
        
        Grab your copy of The Culling from

        www.RamonaFinn.com
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